












































































Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Communication 
in the Graduate College of the 









 Associate Professor Isabel Molina, Chair 
 Research Professor Angharad Valdivia 
 Professor John Nerone 







This research looks closely on the articulation between media, communication technology, and 
Latin American migrants. It explores the dialectic between digital and global worlds playing a 
vital role on migrants’ life and activism. Observing tensions and contradictions, this study 
analyzes the discursive narratives in three cases: five migrant’s families, two newspapers, and an 
Internet website. The emphasis on tensions and contradictions is important in this project as it is 
the discursive narratives media and migrants create. In the narratives analyzed notions of 
identity, nationalism, culture, community, race, and ethnicity are deployed. Narratives and 
discourses demonstrate that migrants become produced from the processes of globalization, 
transnationalism, and hybridization; but at the same time some of them are also acting as social 
agents trying to transform their lives. The cases analyzed suggest that a historical and 
transnational approach offer a space to hear Latin American voices contesting mainstream 
discourses. The political and cultural ‘Other’ is created out of hegemonic ideas, and arguments of 
dissents are necessary to start crafting an integral map reappraising the different voices that have 
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EXPLORING DISCOURSES ON IMMIGRATION  
 
 
The last decades our world has been marked by technological acceleration and growing mobility. 
The confluence of these two factors has intense effects on almost every society and it is 
disrupting many aspect of our life. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks it was clear that technology 
became crucial on the urgent immediacy of communication, from witness the events at the 
moment they were happening to create a fluid network connecting people. In the configuration of 
this event, mass media was also persuasive instrument to fabricate deceitful realities. Immigrants 
and particularly undocumented immigrants became the national foe, and the public rhetoric 
targeting this group accelerated national consensus embracing the U.S. government call of war 
against terrorism. On September 11, 2001 a sense of community emerged while we were 
witnessing the terrorist attack. Initially, the visual impact of Television images and later the 
power of journalist words found eco in the citizens’ feelings of vulnerability, fear, anger, and 
nationalism. As a result of the terrorist attacks and the work of mass media, political discourses 
and social awareness, a political agenda interlacing terrorism and immigrants put in consonance 
the nation.  
Mainstream media has been partisan and instrumental to keep functional dominant 
hegemonic interests; even for alternative, ethnic or independent media there is a market-centered 
agenda shaping normative frameworks and professional routines. A body of scholarship has 
demonstrated the complicity and shared interest between U.S. government and media industry, 
particularly the news system. After de attacks, U.S. mass media built a negligent and ambiguous 
discourse in which undocumented immigrants from Latin America were implicated as potential 
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terrorists; piling on historical and detrimental depictions, the south border was considered an 
easy door for terrorists to access and attack the U.S. That nationalist rhetoric reflecting 
government concern–and nation distress by extension–once again excluded immigrant voices, 
and particularly dissent voices.   
Notwithstanding the rhetoric, there is no historical connection between undocumented 
immigration from Latin America and terrorist actions like the 9/11 magnitude against the U.S. 
The substrata of such media representations about undocumented immigration, however, expose 
latent nationalism and ethnic differences as ideological constructions. But what immigrants’ 
voices have to say about U.S. media and government reaction? Having in mind the structural 
presence of these two elements–nationalism and difference–in media discourses, I initially 
posited two broad research questions that I intended to answer: How media and communication 
technologies shaped our knowledge on undocumented immigration and terrorism? And how the 
life and narratives of Latin American immigrants challenge media depictions?  
These comprehensive research questions are intended to explore two sides surrounding 
media representations about undocumented immigration. On the one hand, mobility of people, 
and its inherent cultural and ethnic condition, is transforming notions like home, identity, nation-
state, citizenship, and civil activism. The presence of foreigners has always been of public 
concern, and predominant ethnic population in Mexico and the U.S. has difficult considering 
immigrants as equal. In both countries “illegal immigration” has been portrayed as ‘the other,’ a 
source of nation’s problems. On the other hand, we are exposed to films, newspapers, television, 
cellular phones, tablets, and all kind of technology that provide us with opportunities to be 
connected and share experiences with family, friends, and other people around the world. Our 
technological involvement, even the most limited, becomes a cultural experience. We are 
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connected to or part of social networks –physically and virtually. Media and technology is so 
embedded in our lives that it seems that communication is working to make possible the 
Appadurai’s scapes and the McLuhan’s Global Village. And one fundamental factor within this 
mediated horizon is the circulation of representations.  
In this digital and global society, and in part because my own condition as immigrant, I 
became interested in challenging those representations that bring together immigration and 
media. In this project, I critically approach this articulation to unmask structural asymmetries 
that impact minority groups. More specifically, the aim of my research is to bring light on 
representations of “illegal immigration” that overlap and tie the U.S. and Mexico relationships. I 
selected three different overlooked cases in this region that individually explore the complexity 
of immigration and are questioning the idea of “illegal immigration” as a problem. Accepting the 
assertiveness of pluralism as an expression of social equality, I analyze tensions, contradictions, 
and ambivalences in the way immigrants are depicted; and, at the same time, together they 
provide a matrix describing immigrants and families’ reality and thoughts as a way to contest 
those representations.  
Thus, this research looks closely on the articulation between media, technology and 
immigrants reshaping each other, but also how they are subjects of other actors’ actions. It 
explores mass media playing a vital role on immigrants’ life; and it also studies immigrants’ 
activism transforming Internet as an instrument to publicly challenge those structural actions that 
have been oppressing and transforming them in a subaltern group. To observe tensions and 
contradictions along with ambivalence and ambiguities that these cases generate, I first analyze 
Mexican and U.S. newspapers representing undocumented immigrants; second, based on 
interviews and ethnographic observation I explore the influence of media and communication 
  4 
technologies transforming domestic spaces of immigrants’ families that stay in Mexico; and in 
the third case I conduct discourse analysis of the ideological stand of a Mexican indigenous 
social movement.  
 In a multicultural society like Mexico and the U.S., the examination of tensions and 
contradictions embedded in narratives become fundamental in this project. As a rhetorical mode 
of discourse, media narratives provide explanatory frameworks were public and individual 
expressions make sense of social events. Through media narratives notions of identity, 
nationalism, culture, community, race, and ethnicity are deployed as a strategy to make explicit 
institutional and individually positions on diversity that also reveal the contingent politics of 
ethnic difference. The reason to study narratives and discourses is because I observe that the 
social construction about immigrants become produced from the processes of globalization, 
transnationalism, and hybridization; but at the same time some immigrants are also acting as 
social agents trying to transform their lives. The cases analyzed here suggest that tensions and 
contradictions are intermingled in media narratives and immigrants’ personal experiences. The 
significance of dialectic is necessary as strategy to go deeply and decipher the complexity of a 
system of knowledge–values, beliefs, and worldviews–embedded in these cases.  
 Analyzing narratives produced by newspapers, families, and indigenous, this research 
intends to provide an extended and productive inter-textual landscape exploring what Avtar Brah 
(1996) describes as ‘diaspora space,’ a space in which members have links with immigration past 
and are sharing a sense of co-ethnicity. Immigration is neither a monolithic entity nor marginal to 
society; and as John McLeod argues (2000) “differences of gender, ‘race’, class, religion and 
language [as well as generational differences] make diaspora spaces dynamic and shifting, open 
to repeated construction and reconstruction” (p. 207). In term of diasporic spaces, my exploration 
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of media, Internet, and home represent virtual and material spaces that involve a wide range of 
personal and cultural links, articulations, and most importantly, spaces in which immigrants are 
connected with their roots. The Mexicans immigration experience is created out of a permanent 
journey and, as McLeod suggest, it is clear that in the U.S.-Mexican region, for the politics of 
nation, and for many individuals Mexican immigration “have effects which last long after the act 
of migrating has finished” (2000, p. 210). Thus, what I am considering here is the extent of the 
Mexican immigration as a binational event and its multiple impact on immigrants, families, 
society, and nations.  
To map this landscape interlacing different narratives, first, I decenter the notion of 
‘illegal immigration’ that is deeply situated in the social imaginary and bears the burden of 
political and academic discourses. To do that, undocumented immigration is analyzed through a 
transnational context rather than situating it exclusively as a domestic-national problem. It is also 
contesting mediated narratives in which undocumented workers are deviously reduced to legal or 
economic problem. Within national and global forces, observing the human component is 
essential to clarify the reason Mexican immigration became a cultural mark that lasted until 
today. It is necessary to start challenging the implicit fallacy in this stigma; that is, to recognize 
that race, class, or nationality are not The explanation–or for many nationalists the reason–of the 
nation’s problems. 
Thus, taking a second step, this research incorporates the analysis of historical conditions 
impelling immigration. Moreover, challenging those discourses that are frequently placing 
undocumented migration as an ahistorical phenomenon, this research is inserting every case on 
its historical moment as a strategy for reassesses and rethinks variables and dimensions 
contending with research questions. As in a recent article Sarah Banet-Weiser points out, “power 
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and resistance, or control and freedom, are held together in culture, simultaneously, in what can 
potentially be a productive space of ambivalence” (2012, p. 231).  By historicizing media and 
cultural practices I am looking for the dynamics of power present in media and people in the way 
Foucault perceive power as embodied in discourses and knowledge. The families that I 
interviewed are subjugated-alienated by media discourses or by the consumption of technology, 
but at the same time they are appropriating cultural meanings in the same way indigenous resist 
social alienation using technology to promote both political and cultural projects. The dynamics 
of power, then, function as discursive instrument in paradoxical ways. 
A third step in mapping narratives is defining the main variables that have the potential to 
make possible the intersection of these three cases. The result is a very productive and 
representative matrix of communicative elements. In the instrumental dimension we have 
media/technology; in the human dimension audience/people are actors; and an ideological 
dimension containing notions such as representations, transnationalism, cultural identity, race, 
gender, ethnicity, and nationalism, which are ultimately expressions of discourses. My 
understanding of articulation recognizes that media and people together create narratives 
plausible for a dialogical analysis. Every day journalists report events just like citizens, red 
newspapers, watch television, use computers or cellphones to have informed. They are 
interconnected; they are in dialogue through information. Narratives that emerge from these 
everyday practices are a rich field revealing particular meaning in a socio-historical moment. 
In the spirit of Jesús Martín-Barbero (1993), this research is seeing communication more 
as a process of mediation shaping peoples’ life; it is a question of culture to reveal media not as 
an isolated and powerful entity, but in relation to the varied ways people historically are 
constituted and appropriate cultural products. People’s actions constructing and deconstructing 
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mediated communication is essential in this equation. Explaining the Latin America countries 
reality, Nestor García Canclini (1995) defines individual cultural transformations as sociocultural 
processes. He uses hybridization to explain how in these processes the combination of discrete 
(personal) practices generates new practices. He argues that hybridization is a more inclusive 
notion in contrast to syncretism, mestizaje, or creolization. Thus, hybridization helps to designate 
Latin America intercultural encounters as a result of the nation-state integration and the 
evolution of cultural industries. This perspective demands, as Martín-Barbero points out, the 
recognition that we have to move “marginal issues to the center of our concerns” that will “help 
us recognize our situation from the perspective of mediation and the subjects of action” (1993, p. 
212). In other words, we should recognize that the ‘immigration condition’ is a complex situation 
that has been mediated through the lenses of media.     
Thus, through this research, issues surrounding migrants and families, and media and 
technology are recognized as the center of our concerns. They are agents (See Table 1.1) 
connecting and reshaping U.S. and Mexico. Either individually or collectively, media, 
immigrants, and families are in permanent interaction across borders. Transnational became the 
scenario in which they act. It is expected that the result of this analysis will provide a matrix of 
mediations within which, as it was pointed out, the project argues that narratives on immigration 
as a social phenomenon must be breaking down in order to reconsider representations not as a 
mere reflection of reality but a script in which we are actors (Downing & Husband, 2005) 
playing a role.  
 In Chapter Two, drawing upon basic concepts I theoretical discuss the role of media and 
immigration. Providing a theoretical framework, I argue that we should rethink the Mexican and 
U.S. interdependence through a transnational analysis. Media visual images and content, 
  8 
migrants, technology, all of them interact in an inflected zone out of material borders. In Chapter 
Three I present the evolution of the constructed idea of “illegal immigration” articulating a 
critical assessment of the concept as a macro-category. The category is an umbrella that bound 
together multiple meanings associated with “illegal immigration,” most of them negatives and 
subtle connotations. “Illegal immigrants” is not a phrase but a contemporary discourse that have 
its power from its intrinsic symbolism. In this chapter ideological developments associated with 
the notion of ‘illegal immigrants’ that are present in The New Y ork Times and El Universal post 
9/11 narratives are discussed. “Illegal immigration” is a script rehearsing the same history but 
incorporating new futures to the depiction of immigrants. Based on in-depth interviews and 
ethnographic work, Chapter Four explores families’ narratives. Thus, the main inquiry that 
guides this case study is how, in this world in motion, the conjuncture of communication 
technologies and immigration is transforming families that stay in Mexico into intercultural 
subjects. Chapter Five aims is to discuss the 2005 emergence of the indigenous movement 
known as Frente Indígena de Organizaciones Binacionales (FIOB) and its ideological manifesto 
promoted in its website. The Front has been working to create a transnational indigenous 
community between Mexico and the United States. As a social movement, it seeks to protect 
indigenous diversity, independence, and human rights. How technology is essential to their 
project? How ethnic diversity facilitates or hinders integration among indigenous groups? And to 
what extent transnational integration may affect cultural identity? These are some questions that 
help to shed some light on the use of media linked to community formation that has resulted in 
rethink the indigenous cultural identity. 
 The Final Chapter synthetize and update the three cases analyzed. The regional 
integration along with cultural diversity and practices are forces driving current and future 
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migration processes, although migration's influence on societies of origin and destination is still 
an open field for future researcher. New media technology is socially impacting differently. 
Through a culture of consumption, technology has been accelerating our communication, 
although it also has been exposing social inequalities and differences. 
What is certain is that globalization is positioning migrants and their families, news 
media content, and technology in permanent contact with multiple cultural manifestations. I 
agree with the idea that nowadays, studying culture requires the analysis of social intersections 
characterized by interactions of people, technology, and media (Appadurai, 1996; Sorrel, 2013; 
García-Canclini, 2004; Castell, 1996). During the last decades, globalization has been impelling 
intercultural subjects and spaces. These global subjects are materially and symbolically in 
motion. The findings show that the character of global migration inserted and in conjuncture 
with media industries and technology requires comprehensive approaches. They also suggest that 





DISCONTINUITIES AND DISCOURSES OF MEDIA AND MIGRANTS  
 
 
The U.S. and Mexico have built bonds based largely upon the back and forth of migration, 
though the contemporary intensification of media and communication technologies are helping 
to extend and solidify those bonds. The combination of these two factors facilitates transnational 
communication and cultural dissemination, nourishing social and individual identities. The 
substantial circulation of cultural products in parallel with the displacement of migrant workers 
renews and creates permanent transnational networks. Illustrative of these networks, the Spanish 
language TV industry has targeted growing Latino and Latin American cross-border markets. 
New technological devices give migrants the unprecedented possibility to remain permanently 
connected with their families back home, allowing a back-and-forth movement of migrant 
influence and sustaining cultural ties between relatives and friends in both countries. These 
examples demonstrate that the enduring geographical and political border that separates these 
nations is not an obstacle for cultural flows. In fact, this transnational mobility is challenging us 
to rethink traditional paradigms that encapsulate Mexican and U.S. ideological nationalisms. 
Reviewing the nation-state paradigm or constructed dichotomies such as local-global or 
North-South, I contend that they might neglect daily individual experiences that are filled with 
the contradictions, ambivalences, and ambiguities that intercultural contacts and practices 
produce. Jan Nederveen Pieterse (2000) considers two key arguments in human integration and 
globalization: the first is intercultural relations playing a crucial role to ‘national accumulation;’ 
and the second is the fact that “crossborder intercultural relations build social and institutional 
tissue that is vital to present and future economic performance” (p. 397). I would add to this 
argument the relevance intercultural relations hold in understanding the construction and effect 
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of the transformations of cultural identities. In the case in hand, the Mexican-U.S. regional zone, 
power relationships have produced economic asymmetries and market dependency; but most 
importantly, cultural interchanges have permeated their national spaces.    
Here I argue that the juncture between migrants, media and communication technologies 
should be analyzed as a fundamental producer of cultural tissue between Mexico and the U.S. 
That tissue does not represent a hegemonic intervention, but the result of a permanent dialogue 
between nations and citizens. In a multifaceted era described through hegemonic categories such 
as digital, global and multicultural, it is important to understand how cultural layers coming from 
narratives, discourses, and practices galvanize cultural identities. A couple of examples would 
help to illustrate my argument. We can say that mainstream media outlets might disseminate the 
widespread Hollywood illusion, but migrants also contribute their narratives, adding their first-
hand American experiences to Mexican oral traditions. Media images of migrant workers are 
also in dialogue with U.S. and Mexican audiences that interact with migrant workers in a daily 
basis.   
Thus, media, technology and migration create transnational spaces of interaction, which I 
define as a well-elaborated net of intercultural contacts between Mexico and the U.S. that has not 
been sufficiently analyzed. For instance, in Mexico tradition and modernity converge into 
domestic spaces in which media, ICTs and migrants dislocate values, beliefs, and routines. 
Observing narratives inside this net provides this project an opportunity to shed some light on an 
area that has been neglected. In the intersection of media studies, cultural studies and 
transnational studies, this project explores relationships and cultural practices in the private and 
public spheres. In this chapter I seek to discover the way migrants, communication technologies, 
and mainstream media contribute to socio-cultural discourses between Mexico and the U.S. How 
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do migrants enter and exit cultural identities while they consume and produce media? And how 
does media transform from a hegemonic to a counter-political agent? 
Recognizing the immediacy and frequency of re-territorialized social imaginaries, and 
also comprehending the already naturalized cross-border flows permeating the Mexican and U.S. 
public spheres, we can perhaps find answers to these questions. In that respect, I consider cross-
border ties (migrants, media, and communication technology) central variables in understanding 
transnational mediations between the two countries. Hence, in the first part I will discuss the 
notion of transnational as both a dialogical process and as a space of contradictions and tensions. 
Then, I will address political and cultural aspects involving migration and media.  
Reconsidering Transborder as Regional Research Landscape 
While migration is an event that could help us to partially explain ongoing global changes - 
particularly when deceitfully emphasizing the negative impact on developed economies - 
transnational is useful when considering communicative processes and cultural encounters. 
Rather than reduce transnational movement to an action that puts two pure zones in contact, or 
encapsulate it exclusively within the migration phenomenon, a more comprehensive approach 
allows us to move from an ethnocentric/national to a hybrid/intercultural model. To view the 
mobilization of people, ideas, images and technology in a complex, dynamic, and borderless 
transnational landscape requires our attention to dialogical rather than imposed processes. This 
projection of dialogical processes creates a complex though nonetheless accurate picture of 
symbolic and real interactions. 
 Mass media provides evident examples of powerful industries that produce and distribute 
cross-cultural products. The transnational circulation of these products has opened up spaces for 
many disciplines to critically discuss topics like hegemonic actions, cultural identity (trans) 
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formations, or contesting audiences. More recently, diverse literature (Madianou and Miller 
2012; Appadurai, 1996; Hall, 1993; Baym, 2010; Brinkerhoff, 2009; Castells, 1996; Giddens, 
2002; Rigoni and Saitta, 2012; Fortunati, Pertierra, and Vincent, 2012) has conveyed the 
importance of seeing transnational mobilization as a process of circulating ideas, images, and 
technology. Based on that literature, I must insist that transnational has become a social 
condition of cross-cultural dialogism.  
Similarly, reappraising Robert Stam and Ella Shohat’s (2009) reference to cross-cultural 
language, transnational is an “unending process of reciprocal transtextuality” (p. 473). The 
dialogical mediation that Stam and Shohat emphasize is linked to individual actions reshaping 
ideas and images from their own specific cultural context. Although discourses can be seen 
through this dialogical prism, I do not neglect the presence in Mexico and the U.S. of evolving 
tensions between hegemonic practices and citizen’s reality, or the provocative and 
epistemologically useful confluence of national, global and transnational categories (Nedelcu, 
2012). Instead, I consider these tensions and confluences to be the current status of a maturing 
relationship between Mexico and the U.S., and essential parts of ongoing cultural negotiations in 
which the idea of homogeneous –culture, nation, identity– is questioned in both countries. 
In the past, because of the limited access to communication infrastructure, undocumented 
migration was isolating. In many parts of the world, the recent advent of communication 
technology has not only facilitated communication within undocumented migration, but has also 
become a cultural and political instrument for migrants. The growing, active participation creates 
new spaces for migrants to struggle against capitalist policies. This techno-cultural symbiosis is 
an area transnational studies have been analyzing. One of the meanings of transnationalism is 
well defined through group demobilization and network building, a phenomenon Vertovec 
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(1999) defines as ‘social morphology'. Or, as Myria Georgiou (2010) asks: “How can we 
understand culture and identity at present, if not through mobility, immediate and mediated 
intersections and juxtapositions of difference? How can we understand situated identities, if not 
through the practices that interconnect or interrupt human action in and across places?” 
(Georgiou, 2010, p. 17)  
Within Vertovec’s notion and Georgiou’s claims it seems that old and traditional 
problems (hegemony, imperialism, colonialism, and neoliberalism) and new transnational trends 
are meeting; and both migration and technology are playing decisive roles as part of the 
discussion of the intricacies of communication and culture. Georgiou’s inquiries describe 
transnationalism as a system of interactions, but it is also a system of contradictions and 
ambiguities with a complex form of power relations. For instance, Mexican communities 
paradoxically live with an addictive dependence on remittances coming from the U.S. while 
Univision TV programing comes predominantly from Mexico.  
Amid these flows, it is difficult for either Mexican or U.S. citizens to escape transnational 
cultural experiences. As Georgiou’s questions suggest, this inevitability in fact synthetizes our 
Mexican and U.S. contemporary interrelations, framed into and in conflict with this 
asymmetrical reality. It is not the intention of this chapter to discuss those asymmetries. In order 
to map transnationalism between these countries, it is essential to incorporate it and elucidate it 
through cross-border contacts. 
Now, thinking on particular media that contains the transnational history between Mexico 
and the U.S., I turn my attention to journalism and the news system, specifically in the aftermath 
of 9/11. News is a critical factor in my analysis of transnationalism. In 2001, news became the 
fundamental source of information for U.S. society after the terrorist attacks. In Mexico, as in the 
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rest of the world, audience relied on mediated information framing the events. Within these 
mediations however, and despite standardized practices (news material coming from 
international agencies and homogenized journalist practices), narratives concerning the 9/11 
attacks were not exempt from local news systems interpretations. News systems have the 
prerogative role of accommodating national and international events according to every 
country’s national cultural horizon. Moreover, as I will explain, journalistic practices are framed 
within institutional policies, government interests, and audience demographic profile. For 
instance, news media framing of the September 11, 2001 events had particular differences in the 
U.S. and in Mexico; nevertheless, Mexican and U.S. nationalist discourses and narratives had a 
common actor, undocumented migrants. This common actor interlaces Mexican and U.S. 
narratives. Analyzing the circulation of news and information that connects both countries, we 
would decipher, as Georgiou suggests, mediated discourses that are in dialogue.  
The new system prerogative framing 9/11 also applies to the U.S. and Mexican media 
portrayal of migration. From a nationalistic perspective, the Mexican and U.S. circulate 
particular representations about migration that compete with one another. From a transnational 
perspective, considering Steven Vertovec (1999) definition of transnationalism as the “multiple 
ties and interactions linking people or institutions across the borders of nation-states” (p. 447), 
such contrasting news narratives result in a transnational imaginary in which audiences are 
involved in (re) creating their own opinions and images. Audiences are thus exposed to 
interlaced local and global information. I suggest that Mexican and U.S. media representations of 
undocumented migration influence each other. Those representations are tied through narratives 
relying on and framed by economic and political discourses. 
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 Interested in migration and media, I realized that a transnational approach would be 
necessary if I were to focus on individual experiences and media products. The 
reconceptualization of studying media and audiences simultaneously can reduce the 
technological and media-centrism, and enable an exploration of the production of meaning of 
cultural and social order. Over the last years, I observed some Mexican families and migrants 
living in critical socio-economic conditions but culturally involved in transnational 
communicative practices. These families are in permanent contact with both relatives living in 
and cultural products coming from the U.S. For a Mexican mother of three, visiting Disney 
World is still her lifelong dream, but she dislikes the American lifestyle that she watches daily on 
television news – particularly events like school massacres. Why do we find these contradictions 
together? Is media generating these contrasting imaginaries? It is a challenge to answer these 
questions, but the evidence suggests that not only media but also personal relationships across 
the border play a significant role. Within this combination, the significance of cultural identity is 
revitalized and re-articulated through transnational tissue. Mexican migrants and their families 
are engaged on a daily basis with media and technological discourses. They have cultural ties 
going beyond political borders that those discourses might help to reinforce. 
 By studying transnational media and migration, we come across what Vertovec describes 
as the clusters embedded in the notion of ‘transnationalism.’ For this author, research across 
disciplines examines and explains transnationalism as a “social morphology, as a type of 
consciousness, as a mode of cultural reproduction, as an avenue of capital, as a site of political 
engagement, and as a reconstruction of ‘place’ or locality” (1999 p. 447). Certainly, in this 
project I am allowing the cases analyzed to speak out, in order to gain insight into the way media 
and migrants are situated. In fact, my intention analyzing audiences and discourses is an effort to 
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fill theoretical gaps in media and transnational studies. I found that dialogism inside personal and 
institutional spheres has the potential for aiding our understanding of Vertovec’s clusters. For 
instance, migrants’ cultural identity, a core topic in my research, is a slippery notion contingent 
on contextual factors; as Adrian Athique (2014) argues, “we should never underestimate the 
national in transnational” (p. 6), because they are in permanent negotiation, and there are 
rhizomes connecting them. It is through narratives and discourses that migrants and media 
express everyday life experiences and events.   
 Because of its nature, this research can be inscribed in the methodological 
transnationalism approach. As I pointed out, the national perspective provides knowledge of the 
ideological elements created to give cohesiveness to national projects and identities. In the 
context of migration, Mexican national identity is in tension with the incorporation of U.S. 
cultural elements. In contrast, a transnational perspective focuses on the articulation of hubs and 
networks, as well as the discontinuities that interlace the two nations. National, as a way to 
observe and make sense of internal reality, is in fact nurturing transnationalism.  
In his proposal of methodological transnationalism, Boris Nieswand (2011) incorporates 
the status paradox of migration (the multiple changes and contradictions mixed into the life of 
migrants) as an example of how national and transnational contexts would be fundamental in a 
research framework. Nieswand argues that traditional research projects on migration focus on 
national issues, but the paradox requires an essential consideration of the two nations.  
 To explore this paradox, this research dedicates particular attention to a Mexican 
indigenous community living in the U.S. In 2005, the Frente Indigena de Organizaciones 
Binacional (FIOB) became a binational organization. The indigenous of Mexico have been 
marginalized, racialized, and ostracized for centuries. They have also been migrating to the U.S. 
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for decades. In order to advocate for indigenous rights in both countries, they created this 
organization. Their goal is to earn their place in society via a constant negotiation between 
themselves and other cultures and nations. They are also creating social capital, incorporating 
different indigenous groups from Mexico and the U.S. In this case, the status paradox of 
migration exemplifies the complexity of interlaced national and transnational frameworks. 
Multiple variables come across (language, beliefs, traditions, identities, social activism, etc.) in 
which different levels of analysis are necessary. In this situation, there is no Mexico or U.S. as 
separate entities; it is a cultural group that brings national and transnational elements as one and 
the same geography. Thus the aim of this project is to disentangle the complicities and pluralities 
that join and separate people, the construction and destruction of cultural frontiers, and the re-
evaluation of minority groups living in a globalized, multicultural, and intercultural landscape. 
Audiences: Entering and leaving cultural identities 
 
Cultural identity is not a fixed category, it is always situational, and the media’s world 
representation is one window through which we know about other cultural realities. In Latin 
America mass media has been considered an essential factor influencing internal processes. Jesús 
Martín Barbero analyzes media and mediations in the transformation of “the mass into the people 
and the people into the nation” (p. 164, 1993), conferring the notion of citizenship a new 
ideological status; Claudio Lomnitz-Adler (2001) critically explores Mexican media, 
intellectuals, and government creating nationalisms and national identities and cultures; Jairo 
Lugo-Ocando (2008) compiles researchers’ discussions on media's contributions to the 
dissemination of discourses of modernization and democratization in Latin America; and Néstor 
Garcia-Canclini's (1995) prolific research on culture and media in Latin America devotes 
particular attention to media that facilitates cultural hybridization.  
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The incorporation of technology was crucial for Latin America modernization, and media 
played a parallel role for the consolidation of the nation-state and the creation of nationalism. In 
the past, radio, newspapers and films were as fundamental to Mexico's internal transformations – 
particularly the building of an ‘imagined nation’ that was highly fragmented geographically and 
culturally – as television and contemporary communication technologies are instrumental for the 
nation’s incorporation into global and transnational processes. Within local and global 
transformations, audiences became trapped between mediated nationalism and globalized 
discourses of modernization and democratization.  
After years of armed conflicts throughout the 1930’s, and once the idea of nation-state 
became installed in the Mexican public sphere, economic and political elites centralized power, 
and mass media and communication technologies were central to their strategy for creating 
national unity. Moreover, centralized efforts to stabilize the nation corresponded to the continued 
displacement of people that had begun with the Mexican Revolution. Mexican migration, 
particularly for peasants, has been the result of internal and external circumstances. During and 
after internal turmoil, the pulling and pushing of economic factors fundamentally explain the 
displacements from rural to urban settlements and from Mexico to the U.S. And after decades of 
migration experience, media and communication technologies have opened up mechanisms in 
which migrants and families are becoming involved. Letters, phone calls, recorded video 
messages, shortwave radio, and now cell phones and computers are central to cultural 
interchanges. Migrants’ practices concerning media and technology might not be so different 
from other social groups, but their social conditions give their communications a different 
significance.  
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 Migrants’ economic achievements have granted them access to commodities that would 
otherwise be difficult for them to obtain in Mexico. Extensive literature describes this and other 
aspects of the economic dimensions of migration. However, this literature tends to neglect the 
intrusion of media and technology in migrants’ domestic and personal spheres. Is this mediated 
experience transforming family dynamics? Are migrants empowered consumers of media and 
communication technologies? How are migrants involved in using media and communication 
technologies for cultural (re)creation and political action? It is important to go beyond economic 
data and consider these different aspects as a way to explore the confluence of global, 
transnational and national.  
 David Morley's (2000) analysis provides a framework to respond to these questions. His 
study on domesticity and migration is invigorated through the connection between media, 
mobility and identity. His work explores the connection between “mobility, communications and 
cultural consumption in the construction of identities” (p. 3). He considers technology, and 
particularly television, pivotal in the construction of domesticity and national identity. Whereas 
media is considered central to understanding people’s lives, as Roger Silverstone's (1994) 
research on television demonstrates, García-Canclini (2001) goes beyond the domestic sphere 
and argues that changes in Latin America have been facilitated by "transformations in the 
production, circulation, and consumption of technology and culture, and an upsurge in 
demographic flows of migrants, tourists, and exiles” (p. 4). We are consumers, Garcia Canclini 
explains, and as global and multicultural citizens we are still consuming national culture 
reconstituted in intercultural interactions.  
 It is important to emphasize that wherever they live, Mexican migrants become avid 
consumers of nostalgia; that is, the mediation of a national production of symbolism that gives 
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them a sense of belonging. Nostalgia has been transformed in an economic market, but behind 
cultural commodities, national culture is reinforced. For a Mexican migrant there is an urgent 
need to be embraced by what are considered national referents, whether they are cultural, 
historical, political or religious. Besides, forced displacement puts this situated nationalism in an 
interlaced contact with new cultural elements. Migrants also became consumers and actors of 
new intercultural actions in part because they are part of “the extensive use of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs)” (Oiarzabal and Reips, p. 1334, 2012).  
Some data will help to give a sense of this technological culture. According to the United 
Nations (2013), 82 out of 100 inhabitants of Mexico have a cell phone. Measuring the impact 
and influence of ICTs on economic growth and jobs, The Global Information Technology Report 
2013 (World Economic Forum, 2013) ranked Mexico in 63rd place. Statistics demonstrate that 
technological culture has reached Mexico, and as this project is trying to explain, communication 
and information technologies represent an important and contradictory presence in the lives of 
Mexican families. 
 Although there is no specific research on undocumented migrants and families regarding 
this topic, in my ethnographic work I found that despite their economic distress, migrants and 
families are immersed in the consumption of technology. According to official Mexican 
statistics, ICTs are permeating the life of most of the Mexican population (INEGI, 2012). What 
we find ideologically important through these statistics is that the Mexican government 
recognizes a positive link between technology and modernity; for instance, it recognizes that 
having a landline phone results in increased personal well being, emphasizing the risks for those 
who do not have one. The same studio describes an increase in Mexicans’ access to traditional 
and new technologies: 95 percent have television; 44 percent have a landline phone, 30 percent 
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have a computer; 90 percent have at least one cellphone; and among those that use the Internet, 
60 percent consider communication to be one of its purposes.  
 In the United States, the analysis of Hugo Lopez, Ana Gonzalez-Barrera and Eileen 
Patten (2013) demonstrates that “Latinos own smartphones, go online from a mobile device and 
use social networking sites at similar - and sometimes higher - rates than do other groups of 
Americans” (p. 1). Similarly, a study demonstrates that Hispanic families have access to new 
mobile media devices, but there are gaps between these families and other social groups because 
of income differences (Ellen Wartella et al., 2013). Assuming undocumented migrants are part of 
this population, and convinced that further research is needed to validate it, I suggest that they 
are consumers of technology and active participants in social networking both locally and 
transnationally.  
Scholarship on undocumented migration has focused only on the experience of 
immigrants. Immigration has two faces: one is the immigrant, and the other is the immigrant’s 
family that stays in their country of origin. We should recognize that the act of migration results 
in deep dislocations between family and migrant, and these disruptive situations – sometimes 
critically aggravated by the lack of labor force to support it – have been ignored in the literature 
on migration. It focuses primarily on the migrant while family remains a subordinated subject, 
very often only the recipient of migrant’s actions. If an undocumented migrant aspires to a better 
life, and consumption is just part of a new lifestyle, his family has their own hope of a better life. 
Ties and differences between them are in tension with each other. I propose the incorporation of 
migrant and family and their ties and differences in a research framework exploring migration as 
a single, comprehensive phenomenon. Jesús Martín Barbero (1993) eloquently suggests:  
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 …it is important to develop a concept of consumption that moves beyond culturalist and 
 reproductionist interpretations and offers a framework for research  on communication 
 and culture from the popular perspective. Such a framework would permit a 
 comprehension of the different modes of cultural appropriation and the different social 
 uses of communication. (p. 213). 
 Economic drawback and neoliberal policies are by far the predominant reasons why 
people migrate, but from the moment migration takes place, migrant and family paths become 
estranged in a continuum of trades. One way to approach Martín Barbero’s suggestion falls 
within media and communication technologies. Immigrants and families create cross-border 
networks full of intercultural interchanges. Thus, digging into personal and group narratives 
would grant us access to cultural appropriations and social uses of communication. As the title of 
this section suggests, they are entering and leaving cultural identities. 
 Another aspect of migrant-family kinship is the network they create. Social networking is 
considered a new form of interaction, and migrants rely on technological accessibility for both 
social interactions and family contacts. In my multiple conversations with migrants and families, 
I have observed a parallelism between being a consumer and a producer of media and 
communication technologies. Immigrants and families, as well as communities on both sides of 
the border, are shaping interpersonal, economic, political, and cultural networks. Every network 
is a new space and place of renewed interactions. It is important, then, to reconsider migrants’ 
role as producers of discourses and narratives. 
 New literature explores immigrants as actors in social networking. Ulf-Dietrich Reips and 
Laura E. Buffardi (2012) examine migrants’ Web pages, studying social and psychological 
aspects related to migration issues. They consider this an essential research instrument in a 
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growing field, to disentangle personal involvement and effects of networking. Analyzing 
Mexicans in the U.S. using media in relation to transnational political participation, Andrea 
Hickerson (2013) observes that “national and transnational populations are finding themselves 
caught up in an ever more complicated web of participatory opportunities” (p. 160), suggesting a 
correlation between preference for using a particular medium and personal involvement in 
transnational politics and underlining the active transnational participation of migrants.  
I pointed out that migration has two faces. The epistemology of migration should 
consider both, not as separate entities but as a cohesive base for critically addressing detrimental 
neoliberal policies embedded in migrants’ lives; and at the same time, as a way to delve into the 
intimacy of the human condition. In doing this, I conform to one of Jose Luis Benítez's (2012) 
conclusions in his study of Salvadorian transnational families; he considers 
…pertinent to introduce the concept of transnational ‘e-families’, which  
emphasises the idea that these families are permanently connected with their 
 relatives abroad and, at the same time, the immigrants have a sense of steady 
 connection with their home and local communities” (p. 1446).  
However, it is important to be weary of assuming that technologies play an emancipatory 
role. The e-families still live in a subordinated position in capitalist society; ironically, while they 
are vulnerable subjects whom capitalism considers to be attractive potential consumers, 
exploitative economic practices marginalize them from accessing full market benefits.  
I consider relevant for my research Benítez’s interest in families, not only immigrants 
themselves. He argues that immigration studies and Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICTs) studies are not interested in conducting research about immigrants’ home 
countries. 
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 The formulation that I am proposing considers non-migrant Mexican families and 
immigrant indigenous audiences that are entering and leaving cultural identities.    
Media: between hegemonic consumption and contested production 
 
 It is not enough to insist on the pervasiveness of media. The expansion of an oppressive 
capitalism has facilitated the deployment of a digital platform that has extended mass media 
influence. In this regard, we are experiencing a technological explosion that brings together old 
and new questions. Yet, the two traditional approaches to media and technology remain attached 
to outdated arguments. While critical theories assert that technological developments do not 
change the hegemonic-neoliberal role of new media, a more positive critique envisions 
technology as a new space full of opportunities for individuals. Through the cases at hand, I 
suggest both perspectives are present and interlaced. Mexican and U.S. news systems respond to 
economic demands, yet journalists still create spaces for discussion and critique. The Internet has 
been captured by neoliberal practices, but also facilitates citizens’ civic participatory actions and 
cultural production. Mexican families and migrants are actively inserted in – and captive to – 
market practices while they critic economic disparities.  
 The analytical duality that I propose considers media and technology as the convergence 
of social and individual practices. The two groups selected for this research (Mexican families 
living in Mexico and indigenous people living in the U.S.) are minority groups with transnational 
ties who are involved with media and technology consumption. In the same way, the two 
technologies analyzed (newspapers and the Internet) have a transnational impact on migrant 
imaginaries.  
I have been insisting on two relevant factors in my research. One focuses on neoliberal 
practices embedded in media narratives, and the second emphasizes audiences deconstructing 
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and using media as a counter-political agency. In the following, I first provide a discussion of the 
political and economic aspects of media; I then discuss new technology's potential for publically 
addressing citizens, social movements, and minority groups' interests and demands.   
Mainstream Media Political and Economic Ties 
 Mass media is a mirror reflecting ideologies and discourses. Among the media, national 
newspapers provide one of the cases analyzed in this research. They encompass representations 
of undocumented migration coming from Mexico and Latin America to the U.S. To 
contextualize the analysis of Mexicana and U.S. newspapers, I want to elaborate critically on the 
connection between media and capitalist policies.  
Literature from different fields acknowledges the hegemonic role of media. Beyond any 
other country, the U.S. dominates both mass media and the communication technologies market. 
According to Starr (2004), the U.S.'s primary aims were building the nation as a liberal republic 
on a continental magnitude. This national project has posited the country as a world leader in 
communications since the nineteenth century. In this context, the globalization of 
communication practices is just a practical consequence of a transnational media (Schiller, 
1993). U.S. media and the cultural industry (Schiller, 1993; Mattelart, 1998; Mohammadi, 1997) 
have impacted the world in a fashion similar to other U.S. expressions of power. In fact, political 
economy literature (Schiller, 1980, 1996, 2010; Chackrabarty & Zhao, 2008; Mattelart, 2010; 
Schiller, 2000) explains that the U.S. has achieved hegemony in the cultural market. In our 
neoliberal context, we cannot overestimate the basic logic of the system while analyzing 
mediated representations; that is, mass media’s priority is to increase profit by capturing 
audiences. A larger audience means more money. Thus, the industry must produce homogenous 
products to increase the possibility of reaching more markets.  
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 Concerning communication technologies, the Information Age that promised that 
knowledge would become the new power for social and personal emancipation is now 
accompanied by a new technological pledge of democracy, social emancipation, and the 
individual potential to be an active producer, not just a member of a passive. However, media 
and communication technologies' failure to achieve those promises on a global scale has led to 
skepticism and controversy about their potential and capacity. Dan Schiller (2000), for instance, 
argues that cyberspace is being controlled by the market system, following a similar path of mass 
media, which was coopted by liberalism.  
While I agree with this argument, particularly because new technologies still foster race, 
gender and class inequalities, alternative projects are growing into the national and transnational 
space. A migrant community of indigenous from Mexico provides an example of the ways new 
technology can be exploited for ethnic, cultural, and political reasons. 
  It is not without concern that while focusing on migration, Mexican and U.S. local media 
and political discourses enclose this social event within a nationalist framework. Particularly in 
the U.S., both the conservative political wing and news media system maintain the link between 
migration and terrorism as a real possibility. 
The overlooked binational nature of undocumented immigration raises critical questions 
regarding the period I am analyzing; for instance, how does the press frame undocumented 
immigrants' narratives after the September 11 attacks? Is the representation of undocumented 
migrants in the Mexican press similar to that of the U.S. press? Does contemporary Mexican and 
U.S. print journalism uncritically assume and legitimate the reproduction of historical 
inequalities, particularly of race and class? And how does print journalism in these countries 
contribute to dominant ideological systems of knowledge?   
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In order to answer these and other questions, it is crucial for this study to understand the 
overarching mechanism that frame news items about undocumented workers. It is imperative to 
emphasize three ideas that may help to explore the production of news stories about migration. 
First, the news system is ingrained as part of and plays a vital role within the political system. 
Second, in times of crisis news media rely on official sources; however, the brutality of the 
terrorist attacks was an extraordinary event that created a sense of social-national unity that also 
permeated journalists’ narratives. The sense of commonality transformed into empathy and 
healing, motivated the press to bring up a frequently inhuman image of the undocumented. 
Third, intertwining and equating undocumented migrants with terrorists, media narratives 
legitimated suitable political actions in the war against terrorism, such as the controversial Patriot 
Act. 
Although media products, particularly news, do not represent a serious risk to the nation-
state’s authority, territoriality, or legal system, central to the argument of this research is that 
they are culturally valuable for the circulation of ideological discourses. They can be locally 
assembled, and they find their way out of national boundaries to be reinterpreted globally.  
The internal conflicts in countries like Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, or more recently Cuba and 
Venezuela provide compounding, contemporary, and illustrative examples of this phenomenon. 
In these and many other cases, journalists and citizens produce and disseminate information 
through digital mechanisms, eluding government control. But mainstream media also constructs 
bridges that connect local and global realities. Furthermore, international and local media 
reinterpret and represent events according to their own cultural context, which sometimes 
reinforce racial, ethnic, and national stereotypes. In some cases, these representations originated 
geopolitical reactions.  
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There are many examples that demonstrate how technology, media, and social networks 
are instrumental in connecting the local with the global: the now iconic Tiananmen Square 
“Unknown Rebel” in 1989; Marwan M. Kraidy and Sara Mourad’s (2010) analysis of the 
involvement of hypermedia spaces (YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter) in the political conflicts in 
Lebanon in 2005 and Iran in 2009; Al Jazeera reports of the war on Iraq; or WikiLeaks 
disseminating information online about Afghanistan, Bagdad, and Iraq wars, and other secret 
documents. The core of these informational flows on which this research focuses is the 
journalistic assemblage of events with discourses. 
Most of the abundant literature addressing and mapping the aftermath of 9/11 focuses on 
President Bush’s war on terrorism; nevertheless, while war and nationalist discourses 
predominate, undocumented workers’ tragedies and precarious conditions are neglected. 
Paradoxically, media highlights “illegality” by creating a discursive connection between 
undocumented immigrants and terrorism.  
Because of the geopolitical importance of Latin American undocumented migrants, the 
way they were incorporated into the post-9/11 public discourse, the multiple consequences of 
being marked as a potential terrorist, and the local and transnational political implications 
involved, news media representation of undocumented migrants provide a compelling case that 
demands a thorough analysis.  
Media as an alternative counter-political agency 
 Every hegemonic action has a counter-hegemonic reaction. My focus in this section is the 
Mexican indigenous as migrant and as a member of a transnational community. I consider theirs 
to be a paradigmatic case of contradictions, bouncing between involvement in social movements 
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against neoliberal policies and inserted in capitalist practices supporting their pan-indigenous 
project.  
I want to start by introducing the connection between the public sphere and the notion of  
‘counter’ that I am exploring. Mass media is considered a contemporary agora, the archetype of 
the public sphere that represents places and spaces of convergence. Jürgen Habermas and more 
recently Bruno Latour propose media's capacity to foster democratic encounters and civic 
participation. As Latour (2011) expresses, 
“If it is true, as many historians have shown, that there is a direct link between the 
invention of the newspaper and the possibility for citizens to articulate political opinions, 
and if it is true that the old newspaper appears retrospectively as a platform connecting 
heterogeneous data, then it is extremely urgent to reinvent a platform no longer on paper 
but in the newly rematerialized world of digital datascapes.” (p. 810). 
Although digital capitalism constrains the possibility of a platform of such social magnitude, 
citizens have created episodic moments in which technological networks have allowed them to 
express political opinions, as Latour suggests. But even those episodic moments are not exempt 
from controversy (Fusch, 2014), because digital datascapes are still the target of capitalist 
interests. The triumphalism of a network society obviates problematizing about forces 
controlling the information. In the optimism that some literature expresses, media and 
technology edge closer to reproducing the classical public sphere, an idea that Habermas 
proposed in the past. New media is a version of our contemporary platform of audience and data 
convergence, which facilitates citizens' participation. However, within that convergence, power 
still controls technology and its practices, particularly market forces (i.e. Facebook). It is clear 
that new generations become more technologically involved; also, cultural-minority groups – 
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like migrants and indigenous – are not exempt from the technological disruption and are taking 
advantage of digital mechanisms. 
 In his extensive research on the Zapatistas and their use of Internet, Markus S. Schulz 
asserts “the Internet has been hailed as a promising tool for fostering transnational interactive 
communication, the creation of a global civil society, and the empowerment of local grassroots 
actors” (2007, p. 3). Benjamin Ferron (2012) arrived at a similar conclusion. Alternative media is 
important for social movements, but its impact should be appraised carefully given that capitalist 
practices, the empowerment of certain individuals, and questionable democratization processes 
pervade social movements on the Internet as well.  
Interestingly, as contradictory as it seems, the same mass media that creates a frantic 
consumer culture and acts as a hegemonic mechanism can be used for citizens’ participation, or 
at least as Schulz and Latour suggest, there is some small possibility for civic engagement. By 
analyzing the FIOB social movement’s ideology published on its website, I intend to reconsider 
media as a form of social, cultural, and political space that makes citizens’ practices and social 
activism a possibility. 
  Traditionally, social movements have taken to streets, parks and other public places in 
order to spread awareness of particular social struggles. In these shared spaces, material and 
ideological conflicts and tensions collide. While some of these places have to be conquered, 
others are open and accessible for public expression. Some contemporary social movements’ 
expressions are violent while others express and seek peace, but one aspect that has been 
common among them is the role technology plays. 
In their study of Twitter and the Occupy Wall Street movement, Sheetal D. Agarwal, W. 
Lance Bennett, Courtney N. Johnson and Shawn Walker (2014) conclude that “Twitter played a 
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coordinating and organization-building role in Occupy by acting as an overarching connective 
and switching mechanism linking different networks” (p. 649). Certainly, the circulation of 
information facilitates mobilization; however, as Schulz (n/d) points out, we have to be cautious 
about the technological impact on social movements. In fact, as he argues, mass demonstrations 
may have more impact than technology: 
Yet, the mere existence of interactive media interfaces does not by itself guarantee the 
rise of global civil society based on mutual recognition. Tolerance, respect, and solidarity 
do not only depend on the shape of communication channels, but also on how they are 
being used. (p. 25) 
However, I found a fundamental difference between episodic social movements - those 
running mobilization on the streets like Occupy Wall Street - and those that use new media 
technology as a basis for a permanent mobilization, which I define as digital social movements. 
In 2005, the FIOB launched its bi-national ideological manifesto digitally, and I found this 
strategy similar to the Zapatistas movement in the 1990s. As in Schulz's analysis of the Zapatistas movement, a social movement like the FIOB may require research focusing on 
technology and content, but it is important to socially and historically contextualize the reasons 
why economic and political environments have marginalized indigenous communities in Mexico 
and the U.S., leading to the genesis of social activism. 
 I consider the FIOB socially and academically relevant because – despite Mexican 
colonial reminiscences still somehow ostracizing this ethnic group – the movement has been 
capable of interlacing political and cultural agendas. It is also different because it is a social 
movement that reaches (and creates) transnational spaces. Although its actions are not based on 
massive mobilizations, it has strategically used the Internet as part of its project. The nature and 
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extent of this movement define it as a transnational community transformed within cultural 
practices.  
As a cultural and political entity, the FIOB is comprised of a network of individuals, 
organizations, and diverse ethnic communities. Among these communities, Mixtecas and 
Zapotecas are more involved in the FIOB's administration, resulting in more involvement of their 
Mexican counterpart (Perry et al., 2009). As the binational research of the Center for 
Comparative Immigration Studies at the University of California, San Diego demonstrates, 
multiple dimensions are transformed as a result of transnational ties. For instance, the empirical 
research of Leah Muse-Orlinoff et al. (2009) describes the impact technology has at both the 
family and the community level in San Miguel Tlacotepec, Oaxaca; the project explores building 
power relationships within economic asymmetries and within social networks among friends, 
relatives, and community. According to Perry et al. (2009), technology has also been important 
in these transformations. They discover that binational technological connections, supported in 
part by the UCSD’s Center for Mexican Studies, allow personal and public information to flow 
from one place to another. Cultural hybridization is taking on efforts to maintain traditions that 
range from community organization to festivities. Thus, the FIOB's involvement in those 
communities has been fundamental in terms of transformations that happen locally and 
transnationally. The FIOB’s social activism is committed to transnationally supporting 
indigenous rights.  
Conclusion 
Shohat and Stam's (1996) argument that “the centrifugal forces of the globalizing 
process, and the global reach of the media, virtually oblige the contemporary media theorist to 
move beyond the restrictive framework of the nation-state” (p. 145) is a notion upon which this 
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research is constructed. Non-migrant families in Mexico, indigenous in the U.S., newspapers in 
both countries, and deterritorialized media and communication technologies are the research 
components that will provide the data exploring their contributions to transnational and cultural 
tissues between Mexico and the U.S. Narratives and discourses are central to the critical study of 
continuities and disruptions that take place inside different Mexican-U.S. junctures. The nation-
state's contribution to intercultural encounters is not marginal, but it is parallel and in 
collaboration with a cross-cultural reality. Here, media and audience, technology and narrative, 
and national and transnational become the arena that I am building from which to propose an 





REPRODUCING DISCOURSES OF ‘ILLEGALITY.’ A CASE STUDY OF THE 




The United States’ economic demand for cheap labor and Mexico’s dependence on remittances 
continue to drive undocumented immigration. Unsurprisingly, news media narratives about 
undocumented immigration ultimately reproduce discourses that maintain the economic and 
political interests of the governments involved. As a cultural institution, newspapers have played 
a fundamental role in documenting and shaping public understandings of immigration. In this 
respect, news narratives mediate the relationship between a government and its people.  
This chapter focuses on the ‘illegal immigrant’ narrative that re-emerged after the 9/11 
terrorists attacks. It analyzes the rhetorical representation of undocumented immigrants present 
in the Mexican newspaper El Universal and the U.S. newspaper The New Y ork Times over a 
one-year period, from September 2001 to September 2002. The materials selected were obtained 
via ProQuest search, including 136 articles from El Universal and 180 from The New Y ork 
Times, which provided the data set for this discourse analysis. The primary aim of this analysis is 
to shed light upon the intersections of government, media, and migration that made ‘illegal 
immigration’ a successful framework for creating national and global narratives. This analysis 
argues that the news system in each country framed undocumented immigration as a national 
problem corresponding to their own reality and cultural demands, while also articulating these 
narratives to global concerns, particularly because it was associated with terrorism and world 
destabilization. These narratives facilitate the pervasive objectification of the migrants and 
reinvigorate the constructed notion of ‘illegal immigrant’ to foster nationalism. Thus, ‘illegal 
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immigrant’ acts as a transnational and global journalistic narrative that neglects the structural 
causes that impel migration. 
This project responds to our vital need to ponder and critically rethink this period. While 
the events of 9/11 presented an extraordinary situation for the U.S. and the world, it also and 
especially represented a turning point for migration. Embedded in the aftermath of the terrorist 
attacks were mixed feelings of grief, vulnerability, anger, and fear. As a consequence of a 
collateral connection to terrorism, undocumented immigration stirred social anxiety and political 
concern. The event attenuated significantly any possibility of an impending immigration reform. 
Two main actors immediately took direct leadership. While the U.S. government was engaged 
launching a domestic and global war against terrorism, media became a key instrument for 
communicating narratives supporting these efforts. In the months following the attacks, media 
played a paramount role: mediating ongoing events while building a cohesive nationalism. In 
news narratives, ‘illegality’ became pivotal to the media disentangling and making sense of the 
tragedy. Thus the ‘illegal immigrant’ archetype reemerged as a discursive macro-category, 
reviving nationalist sentiments. Inside this turmoil, migrant workers became potential terrorists, a 
threat that awoke ambivalent attitudes and opinions regarding migrants that Mexican and U.S. 
citizens have historically held. 
In the following sections, I first historicize the 'illegal immigration' narrative, to 
disentangle it from the political-economic frame and problematize it in relation to the discursive 
construction of the undocumented Mexican, as it stands today; I then offer an analysis of The 
New Y ork Times' news articles, particularly the national and global arguments that dominate its 
narratives; finally, I bring the Mexican perspective into the discussion by analyzing articles from 
  37 
El Universal, including its critical assessment of transnational policies and Mexican and Central 
America migration.  
Historical Context: The Emergence of the ‘Illegal Immigration’ Discourse 
The phrase ‘Illegal immigrant’ compresses at least five decades of accumulated 
knowledge. During that time, Mexican and US governments, academia, mass media, and other 
social institutions produced knowledge that reinvented and deployed ‘illegal immigrant’ to 
describe people crossing the border and working in the U.S. Nevertheless, the phrase has 
endured for decades, persistently functioning in the public sphere as an ideological instrument. 
Understanding the ‘illegal immigrant’ narrative is both a historical and rhetorical challenge. It is 
a historical challenge because it explains some of the geopolitical processes in the region, and it 
is a rhetorical challenge because it is the confluence and source of multiple discourses.    
The persistence of these systems of knowledge has allowed ‘illegal immigration’ to 
became so ingrained in our conception of people crossing the border that we can hardly 
problematize this seemingly innocuous phrase. One aspect that I want to emphasize is its 
rhetorical success, relying on media and audiences working together to make it meaningful. On 
the one hand, the phrase functions as a constructed category used in the expression of legal, 
economic, and political discourses, while also operating as a pejorative label targeting a specific 
ethnic group. On the other hand, our public and private social practices derive from cognitive 
and ideological perceptions (van Dijk, 1998) that influence our relationship with migration. 
Historically, the combination of these factors has been the primary force in making ‘illegal 
immigration’ a powerful, preponderant, and leading discourse in the region.  
The transition from the customary action of moving back and forth across the Mexican-
U.S. border to the criminalization of those crossing with no documents radically transformed the 
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way this border is perceived transnationally. In this transition, we find key historical moments in 
which the intensification of public discussion links a solid chain of mingled discourses that build 
and accumulate knowledge regarding the ‘illegal immigration’ narrative - particularly the 
cyclical U.S. public debate that recurs whenever immigration reform is considered. The 1848 
Mexican-American war, the Immigration Act of 1924, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 
1952, the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, and the 9/11 terrorist attacks are some 
essential historical moments that illuminate the construction of the ‘illegal immigrant’ narrative.  
We know that Latin America migration has resulted from the development of internal and 
external circumstances. Over the course of decades, demographic shift, the imposition of 
capitalist policies, and geopolitical operations (Romero, Hondagneu-Sotelo, & Ortiz eds. 1997; 
Fox & Rivera-Salgado eds., 2004; Gonzalez, 2000; Delgado & Stefancic eds., 1998; Gutiérrez, 
1995; Lima, 2007; Alonso, 1995; Griswold del Castillo, 1990; Fitzgerald, 2009; Durand & Arias, 
2000; Weeks, Stoler, & Jankowski, 2011) have built unstable conditions for Latin America. The 
long-lasting internal crises of Mexico and Central America, along with the attraction of the 
‘American Dream,’ have facilitated a fertile landscape for the mobilization of thousands of 
workers. Meanwhile, manifold economic interests have made enormous profits capitalizing on 
this labor force; under capitalist principles, the value produced by this undocumented migration 
(remittance, cheap labor, high profit, even political capital between nations) has to be preserved. 
And media discourses have played a fundamental role mediating between these interests and the 
public opinion.  
Ascendancy of “Illegal” as a Macro-Category 
In The New Y ork Times and El Universal, I found a discursive continuity between past 
and present. News articles regarding undocumented workers are historically recurrent, and they 
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follow some patterns in their narratives that might help to reactivate and legitimate nationalist 
views on migration. Viewed as a continuum, media has been a vehicle for the reproduction of 
migration stories.  
Discussing Edward Said's notions about past and present, Derek Gregory (2004) argues 
that "culture is not merely a mirror of the world [...it] involves the production, circulation, and 
legitimation of meanings through representations, practices, and performances that enter fully 
into the constitution of the world” (p. 8). The news systems’ sociocultural role as one of the 
depositories of migration histories makes possible the incorporation of the ‘illegal immigrant’ 
narrative into our life. They produce, circulate, and legitimate representations about migration.  
During the 1848 Mexican-American war - long before the ‘illegal immigrant’ narrative 
surfaced - stereotypes became part of the social imaginary in both countries. Luther, Ringer and 
Clark (2012) have observed that the US post-1848 ideological-political system deployed 
historical images disparaging “Mexicans as being mentally inferior to Caucasians and criminal in 
nature [that have been carried] over into the twentieth century and frequently been used in mass 
media portrayals” (p. 85). That racial construction opened the door to an asymmetrical 
relationship that persists to this day (Ngai, 2004; Almaguer, 1993; Gutiérrez, 1995).  
Johansen (1985) and Lima (2007) arrived at similar conclusions. U.S. media narratives 
have chronically incorporated the longstanding Mexican stereotypes that were constructed and 
circulated by U.S. soldiers, politicians, and newspapers during the Mexican-U.S. war. As a result 
of that contact, narratives were a crucial, perhaps deterministic, element of the fractured post-war 
relationship (Lima, 2007). Through the war-narratives, citizens of both countries constructed 
themselves by constructing the other. As Haines and Rosenblum (1999) explain, the permanent 
interaction with the US that resulted from this war is essential to the Mexico's self-definition.  
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On July 16, 1916 The New Y ork Times reproduced General William Jenkins Worth’s 
unpublished letters written during the 1848 war. The letters pointed out Mexicans' weaknesses 
and discussed the country as a problem; according to the newspaper, the situation was still alive. 
The headline explains: “His Observations, Compared with Those of Today, Show That Mexico’s 
Internal Problems and Difficulties in Relation to the United States Have Not Changed” (p. 
SM10). This declaration builds a parallelism between the 1848 and the post-revolutionary (1910) 
Mexico. According to the newspaper, Mexico is still a chaotic land, and the Anglo Saxon 
ideology is the solution to its problems. The newspaper establishes its argument based upon 
Worth’s opinion and ambition. 
Seventy years after the letter was written, the newspaper legitimated and extrapolated its 
1848 US depiction about Mexico and Mexicans. The mythology of a failed state became 
reenacted, as if the past had frozen and the nation’s development had been surpassed by internal 
conflicts. The article calls for ‘regenerating’ the land, reenacting and giving life to imperialist 
actions.  
At the beginning of the twentieth century, three historical factors flowed through the 
U.S.-Mexico relationship that strongly influenced public perception about undocumented 
immigration. First, negative depictions of Mexicans were institutionalized when the Immigration 
Act of 1924 created the ‘illegal’ category (Ngai, 2004); second, following the approval of the 
1924 Act, a “regime of truth [began] constructing the “illegal alien” as a problem” (Inda, 2006, 
p. 2); and third, the news system played its role keeping track of undocumented immigration 
issues. 
In the first case, Democrat Senator Ellison DuRant Smith’s speech given in 1924 
illustrates one of the national perceptions of immigration at that time. He impelled the Congress 
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to approve the 1924 Act, which allows the government to perform more restrictive actions 
against immigration. Eventually the Act was approved, and for the first time the US government 
established that no alien could enter the country without a valid visa obtained abroad. Since then, 
unauthorized entry has been considered a criminal act, and every person crossing the border 
without the proper documents became ‘illegal.’ That was the official beginning in which 
foreigners’ entry should be in compliance with the immigration law administrative requirements. 
In the years that followed the implementation of the immigration law, mainstream media 
started building the law-breaker and the Mexicans-criminals-job takers-welfare dependents 
narratives. It is difficult to pinpoint when they were socially normalized and intertwined in 
everyday life, but media and other institutions undoubtedly contributed to the gradual 
incorporation of these linguistic and cultural representations into dominant discourses.  
The Production of Knowledge Governing Undocumented Workers 
Years later, a lucrative coalition between market labor demand and institutionalized 
immigration law created an imported colonialism (Ngai, 2004). The agreement was materialized 
in the Bracero Program from 1942 to 1964. The colonialism was not manifested in U.S. 
territorial, military, or political control over Mexico, but in the importation, exploitation, and 
deportation of Mexican laborers while they were socially marginalized. The migrant, then, was 
considered disposable. 
During the Bracero Program period, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 (the 
McCarran-Walter Act) was approved, overturning President Truman’s veto, despite the fact that 
it was considered racist. Social concern over immigrants from western countries and the 
exclusion of those without required labor skills were the mechanisms used to control 
immigration. In this context, the labor force from Mexico and Central America became excluded. 
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After the Bracero Program was canceled, undocumented immigration increased. 
Gradually, governmental agencies and other experts started producing knowledge about 
undocumented workers, a practice Inda (2006) defines as the governing of the ‘illegal,’ and De 
Genova (2002) explains as the legal production of migrant ‘illegality.’ While they focus on the 
knowledge production about ‘illegality,’ I consider this knowledge as the discursive construction 
of the undocumented Mexican. 
In the next decade, media provided a critical space for the debate of the 1965 
Immigration Reform. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s proposal was intended to eliminate the 
racist criteria that the 1952 Act had created. The public debate generated tensions between 
farmers and politicians, and between nationalists and human rights defenders. Eleven years later, 
the presidency of Ronald Reagan approved the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986. 
Once again, media captured the public debate, this time exposing social tensions regarding 
controversial topics such as amnesty, legalization, citizenship, and immigration itself. Year after 
year within Congress, the wider federal government, social organizations, and mass media the 
discourse on ‘illegality’ remains central within the public debate. 
Over the years, different mechanisms were created to control and administrate 
immigration, including the requirement of foreign visas, the green card, the SEVIS system, the 
E-Verify system, and the creation of offices like the Immigration and Naturalization Services 
(INS) in 1933 or its recent replacement, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
According to Inda (2006), the Immigration and Naturalization Services and the Department of 
Homeland Security provide numeric data on race, gender, nationality, age, etc., but also produce 
research on social topics such as health, employment, and social security. Once all this data 
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about undocumented workers was processed, new representations were incorporated to the 
Mexicans-lawbreakers narrative.  
Besides, the literature shows that between the 70s and 90s, ‘illegal immigration’ was 
considered as: Mexicans-criminals-job takers-welfare dependents (Inda, 2006; Carvalho et. al, 
2011). Moreover, race, ethnicity, nationality, and criminality were incorporated as negative 
cultural and ideological connotations associated with ‘illegal’ workers. 
Thus, at the beginning of the new century, the public sphere finds yet another way to 
expand the dangers associated with the 'illegal' worker. After and because of the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks, any ‘illegal’ became a potential terrorist. In this period, the circulation of narratives 
about terrorism and the actions to restore legal, political, and social order once again deteriorated 
the undocumented immigrants’ image and social condition.  
In short, ‘illegal immigrant’ has been the channel that connects, drives, and sustains a 
system of knowledge; an engine that propels economic and political systems; and the discourse 
that provides ideological support to those systems.   
Problematizing ‘Illegality’ 
There are some considerations about the concept of ‘illegality’ that I want to discuss 
before my analysis of the newspapers. After more than eighty years, the ‘illegal’ category is still 
a structural component of the Mexican and US national immigration policy, media narratives, 
and consequently the social imagery. We can find reference to ‘illegal immigrants’ in The New 
Y ork Times as far back as 1924. In both the past and in the present, some of the social 
conceptualization of migration in terms of ‘illegality’ has been drawn from media. For instance, 
The New Y ork Times refuses to stop using the phrase ‘illegal immigrant.’ According to the 
public editor Margaret Sullivan, “It is clear and accurate; it gets its job done in two words that 
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are easily understood [and] it’s simply a judgment about clarity and accuracy, which readers hold 
so dear” (The New York Times, 2012). From this perspective, and remembering Edward Said's 
concern with the production of ‘imaginative geographies’ – the process of self-construction 
irremediably linked with the construction of the other – the ‘illegal immigration’ phrase in The 
New Y ork Times (and El Universal) demarks and separates citizens from aliens, a separation 
upon which the newspaper and its readers complicity create their own ‘imaginative geography.’ 
In other words, newspapers narratives have the potential to build principles that can be the base 
for group beliefs. Moreover, undocumented immigration encompasses the regional geopolitical 
history of capitalism, sustained fundamentally by the Mexican economic dependency from the 
U.S. that contribute to labor mobility.  
Another influence on the concept of 'illegality' is the ineludible geographical territoriality 
of the U.S. and Mexico. Sharing an extensive border has resulted in a particular dynamic in 
which Mexican ‘illegal’ entries is in consonance with the U.S. south border control, and the 
disassociation of Canadian and European immigrants as illegals (Ngai, 2004). In addition to U.S. 
national security imperatives, the immigration system originated a racialized class that associates 
Mexicans with the iconic illegal “as a mass-mediated sociopolitical category” (De Genova, 2003, 
p. 3), a frame that is reproduced and easily identifiable in Mexican and U.S. newspapers. 
In the U.S., the homogenized Mexican archetype commodified by media has been a 
popular knowledge that impacts both the heterogeneity and ambiguity of the Mexican identity 
(De Genova, 2005) and the Latino community (Lima, 2007; Valdivia, 2005; Chavez, 2008). 
Most importantly, these narratives have perpetuated the historically taken-for-granted image of 
Mexicans as the quintessential "illegals" (Chavez, 2008; Ngai 2004; Newton, 2008), a national 
threat that mainstream media has circulated for decades.  
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However, as this project also seeks to illuminate, the migrant archetype persists not only 
in U.S. imagery, but also in that of Mexico’s news media. Journalists’ narratives about 
‘illegality’ are reproduced within particular political ideologies and practices of both countries. 
Although there should be differences between the Mexican and the U.S. significance of the term, 
predominant public discourses, like that of the news system, rest on an assumption of 
differentiation between the undocumented immigrant and the rest of the citizens. The Mexican 
news system advocates for migrants by condemning governments’ actions against immigrants. 
However, within the cultural production of nationalism, newspapers frame undocumented 
workers as a threat, ultimately creating a discursive tension based on assumed idea of migrants’ 
cultural transformations, which newspapers subtly frame as Mexicans acculturated into 
Americans. Immigrant workers become trapped in between two realities, two cultures, and two 
national identities.  
Now, there is another consideration, for which I suggest it is necessary to problematize 
the concept of ‘illegality.’ The press has inscribed in its core the framing variables suggested by 
Entman (1993). In other words, in the news the notion of ‘illegal’ is considered to be the 
problem; undocumented workers are also identified as the cause of many problems; ‘illegality’ is 
used as a moral judgment against the mere act of migrating to find a job; and finally there is an 
intrinsic, logical, and already institutionalized solution to this problem: deportation of 
undocumented migrants (Molina, 2010). 
Ought we to conclude from these considerations that the post-9/11 news posits ‘illegality’ 
as a problem? Is the ‘illegal immigrant’ acting as macro-category driving media narratives? Are 
these media narratives articulated within immigration policies? Is the discourse about ‘illegality’ 
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similar between the Mexican and U.S. news systems? How is this symbolic term engaged in the 
reinvention of the ‘Mexican’ and ‘American’ identities and cultures?  
In the following analysis I propose that ‘illegal’ is the post-9/11 frame within which The 
New Y ork Times and El Universal worked out the reinforcement of our traditional understanding 
of migrant workers. I also propose to disarticulate ‘illegal’ from the perspective generated within 
the legal sphere and problematize it through the conceptual tensions and power dynamics 
unfolded throughout media narratives.  
The New York Times Discourse on “Illegal Immigration” 
Between September 2001 and September 2002, immigration became a recurrent and politically 
important news media theme. The New Y ork Times published approximately one article every 
two days about illegal immigration. We can categorize The New Y ork Times' news production 
that year into three main classifications. First, there is a cluster of articles that explain the 
terrorist attacks' effects, conflicts, and solutions. The second set includes personal stories 
calibrated with the attacks, which describe the tragedy of undocumented immigrants; however, 
the newspaper's focus is on U.S. citizens’ stories. While undocumented immigrants’ stories detail 
personal dramas, all of them pointed out ‘illegality’ as a major factor of the worker's life tragedy. 
Conveniently though no surprisingly aligned with the growing military conflicts following the 
attacks, the third news set is concerned with immigration, but not with Latin America 
immigration to the U.S. After the terrorist attacks, the newspaper turned its attention to 
undocumented immigration conflicts in different countries: Britain, Australia, Spain, China, 
Malaysia, Iraq, Haiti, Ireland, Hong Kong, Neanderthals, Italy, France, Turkey, Russia, Iran, and 
Yemen. The newspaper also reported on the continental discussion of the European Union's 
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policing of immigration. The number of articles referring to immigration in other countries 
represents nearly thirty percent of the newspaper's production that year.  
Focusing on the last two sets of articles regarding undocumented immigration locally and 
globally, some questions arise. Why does the newspaper situate undocumented immigration as a 
global menace? How do domestic and global concerns merge ideologically? And why does 
undocumented immigration remain a national threat? 
Exporting ‘Illegality’ Globally 
From the outset, the 9/11 terrorist attacks made ‘illegal immigration’ a major issue in the 
U.S. The media allowed the world into the scene of the tragedy, materially and symbolically. 
The media also let the world know that the ‘illegal immigrant’ was linked with the terrorist. In 
The New Y ork Times, this symbiosis was reiterated in reporting about terrorism and 
undocumented immigration events around the world. This journalistic reiteration was a site 
where ideas about global terrorism and ‘illegal immigration’ intersected in alarming ways; 
moreover, the newspaper suggested the necessity of a global war against terrorism and against 
undocumented immigration.  
The presence of undocumented migration in other countries - considered in isolation and 
framed as a problem – is used to discursively arguing that migration create an epistemic 
aggression to the country. The articles from the analyzed period demonstrate that the newspaper 
expanded its attention by reporting ‘illegal’ as an outspread problem worldwide. In fact, the 
newspaper problematizes ‘illegality’ by pointing out, paradoxically but deceitfully, how local 
effects are global threats. The trouble with this parallelism is that it ignores the world historical 
specificities of immigration and of terrorism. The newspaper narrative regarding terrorism that 
interlaces with the ‘illegal immigration’ narrative entails a similar pattern. The 9/11 terrorist 
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attacks on the U.S. are equated with terrorist actions in other countries. By simply neglecting 
socio-historical contexts of each country, the globalization of a war against terrorism becomes 
possible for the U.S. politics of nationalism.   
The chronological sequence of New Y ork Times articles in the year that I am analyzing 
built an argument which includes: terrorism in the U.S. is similar to terrorism in other countries; 
some of the victims of 9/11 are from countries that have been dealing with terrorist groups; 
illegal immigrants perpetrated the 9/11 attacks; illegal immigration is causing international 
problems; thus, harsher immigration policies are the solution. It is not difficult to understand that 
the rationale behind this argument emerged as a reaction to the attacks, though it is also supplies 
the political logic that led the nation to embark on a war against terrorism and to tighten 
immigration control. Still, we must question the manipulated construction of an argument based 
on generalizations, unfounded extrapolations, and occasionally-exacerbated emotional 
nationalism.    
Just eleven days after the terrorist attacks, one of the newspaper’s headlines stated: 
“Foreign Impact: Attack Took Heavy Toll on Many Countries” (NYT, Susan Sachs, September 
22, 2001, pg. B12). The argument jumps from the initial premise, the U.S. as a specific case, to 
generalize the impact on other countries. It constructs an implicit parallelism between terrorist 
attacks in the U.S. and terrorism in countries like Ireland, Japan, Italy, Germany, and Britain. 
The connection between domestic and global impacts is bridged by the death of foreign citizens 
in the terrorist attacks. The inclusion in the argument of these specific countries and the 
exclusion of other countries’ victims – such as Mexican workers – might suggest the article's 
intention to globalize terrorism. Groups that have enacted terrorism in Ireland (Irish Republican 
Army), Italy (Red Brigades), Japan (Aum Shinrikyo), and the other aforementioned countries 
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acted in response to national issues, and their attacks occurred within national boundaries. This is 
identified as domestic terrorism. The perpetration of the 9/11 attacks came from an external, 
foreign, and fundamentalist organization, Al-Qaeda; thus, the rationale for the attacks is not an 
internal or national conflict, but an ideological confrontation between nations. Circumstances 
and motives are different, though the terrible effects must be condemned. The newspaper built an 
empathetic argument appealing to emotional distress. It did so by articulating how countries that 
had dealt with the violence of terrorism for decades now suffered the loss of some of their 
nationals living in the U.S. because of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  
The article closes with a reference to “other countries that have experienced terrorism and 
political violence at home [and those which] also have been touched by the [US] disaster,” (pg. 
B12). The former refers specifically to Israel and the latter to Colombia. This last statement is a 
symptomatic and detrimental assumption of an ideological – and stagnant – point of view. The 
article suggests that Colombian victims of the terrorist attacks are ‘illegals.’ This suggestion does 
not arise in a discussion of the Colombian victims’ legal status, but in the driving assumptions of 
the news narrative that connects ‘illegality’ with Latin America. On the one hand, the discursive 
pattern linking Latin Americans and migrant workers to ‘illegality’ is reproduced. What is more 
interesting, on the other hand, is that in the narrative, none of the other countries' fatal victims 
have the quality of being illegal.  Those mentioned - Irish, Japanese, Italian, German, British, 
and Israeli - all hail from first world-developed countries. 
Furthermore, the structure of the article's headline emphasizes the argument. First, there 
is not just a geographical but also a sociological determinism in which a local cause (attacks) has 
global effects; second, the linguistic determinism (adjective + noun) is critical to enhance the 
discursive connection (Foreign Impact + Heavy Toll + Many Countries); and third, there is a 
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clear intention to disassociate the victims from any relationship to U.S. citizenship. The terrorist 
attacks that impacted not only the towers but the symbolic character of capitalism, and above all, 
took human lives, are articulated within the subtle ideological premise that what is happening in 
the U.S. is important globally.  
After nearly a year of reporting on immigration as a conflict around the world, The New 
Y ork Times brought its attention to the European Union’s discussion regarding the policing of 
immigration. The newspaper recounts a European summit convened in June 2002. Influenced by 
a political shift to the right, the meeting discussed, among many other topics, two critical aspects 
of the Union: globalization and immigration. A The New Y ork Times headline spotlights just 
one of the topics: “European Summit Talks Open Today; Focus is Immigration Control” (NYT 
Erlanger, June 21, 2002, p. A8). Despite the fact that the European Union’s economic crisis and 
instability were critical issues, the newspaper underlines immigration and control as the central 
point. For a continent in which immigration has been a fundamental variable in its configuration, 
controlling immigration takes on new significance at the local and international level. Governing 
immigration might help to stabilize the regional economy, and it also brings protection against 
terrorist attacks. The economic and immigration protectionism reconstitute Eurocentric 
relationships that are still dominating and reproducing north-south world inequalities.  
Aside from globalizing the war against terrorism, making a dialectical symbiosis between 
terrorism and ‘illegality,’ and presenting the U.S. as a synecdoche for the world, the journalistic 
narrative also deploys the discursive practice of portraying what is deviant while concealing 
what is normal. This is the logic of operation that is so familiar in the U.S. nationalist discourse. 
Universalizing the particular U.S. point of view denies the singularity of personal and local 
experiences, and demonstrates the U.S. continuing hegemonic role in the West.  
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 With these two articles, the newspaper implicates immigration as the primary factor in 
the destabilization of the world. At the beginning of the century, John Comaroff (Bhabha & 
Comaroff ed., 2002) accurately described the immigrant as an icon of the neoliberal age. The 
New Y ork Times narrative, in this case, depicts the immigrant as a living metonym for the 
rupture of international order. Immigrants grow stronger and break along with territorial borders 
and policies in an endless circle. The immigrant is considered, Comaroff says, “the postmodern 
witch” (p. 26) because of the way it is represented and the attributes ascribed. In that respect, the 
immigrant in The New Y ork Times is a real transgressor of the world order.  
It is pertinent to present some of the newspaper headlines because they are symptomatic 
of what I consider discursive representations of undocumented immigrants: Iraqis accused of 
smuggling Mideast immigrants to US; Beijing shutting schools for migrants; Australia wants 
more people without more immigrants; asylum seekers set fires in Britain; thousands of illegal 
migrants arrive at Sicilian Port; migrants detained along the Turkish coast; North Korean 
migrants pull US into a diplomatic mess; Malaysia deporting Indonesian and Philippine workers; 
Amnesty accuses Spain of racism against immigrants, and so on.  
  The geographical and symbolic territoriality and cultural identity of the nation-state's 
stability, self-identified as a place of homogeneity and equilibrium (Morley, 2000, p. 207), is at 
risk. Comaroff’s “postmodern witch” has its place in The New Y ork Times’ narrative. 
Immigrants are depicted as an international scourge, affecting health, political, legal, educational, 
and cultural spheres. The aftermath of 9/11 provided a new significance to ‘illegal’ immigration 
in the newspaper's discourse, portrayed as a problem to be eliminated, controlled, assimilated, or 
marginalized. Going further, in this context of ‘illegality,’ the terrorist discourse is implicitly 
applied to immigrants as a variable that makes them a threat to the nation's security.  
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  Although they are two different social problems, María Soledad Saux (2007) and Elspeth 
Guild (2003) argue that a constructed association between terrorism and immigration seized the 
public global attention; they are collapsed in the social imaginary through the media’s narratives 
of fear, anxiety, and ineffective government control. In other words, the newspaper's global 
commodification of undocumented immigration is still reproducing episodic situations that could 
effectively transmit a sense of national and personal insecurity.  
 This kind of moral panic discourse linking terrorism and immigrants could be explained 
through Joseph Nye’s definition of “soft power” that appeared, ironically, in The New Y ork 
Times. In contrast to hard power, Nye argues, “soft power – the ability to co-opt rather than 
command – rests on intangible resources: culture, ideology, the ability to use international 
institutions to determine the framework of debate” (p. A-33). We can argue that The New Y ork 
Times is not a political institution by definition, but it is part of a transnational industry with 
local and international influence, sustained by its conglomerate media structure and 
technological advances. Through the newspaper, social institutions have the potential to 
influence local and global political agendas, particularly on immigration and terrorism. While 
there are reasons to conclude that The New Y ork Times was globalizing ‘illegality’ and 
terrorism, the nature of this research also requires analysis of the newspaper's narrative mapping 
of ‘illegal immigration’ domestically. 
The domestic ideological ambivalence 
Throughout The New Y ork Times' articles I identified two U.S. social tendencies concerning 
immigration. They are interlaced, though each one portrays ‘illegality’ differently. First, 
ambivalent perspectives about undocumented immigrants circulate, mirroring the state of 
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confusion, anger, and recovery. Second, ‘illegality’ functions as an interchangeable category; 
this flexibility allows us to explore some of the components of Entman's framing theory.  
As an example of the former tendency, we find in The New Y ork Times narratives in 
which ‘illegality’ is associated with terrorism, immigrant workers, global problems, and 
geopolitical conflicts; more subtly, it is aligned with cultural differences represented through 
constructed categories of race, nationality, religion, and gender. The latter tendency refers to the 
description of ‘illegality’ as a problem, cause, or as a moral judgment against undocumented 
populations.  
Let us start the analysis by succinctly looking at two news reports. In October 2001, a 
month after the terrorist attacks, The New Y ork Times chronicled the organization of a panel 
called "The Problems of Undocumented Workers on Long Island: A Constructive Dialogue" 
(Warren Strugatch, Section 14LI; Column 2; Long Island Weekly Desk; Pg. 6). According to the 
newspaper, union leaders discussed the benefits and problems associated with hiring 
undocumented immigrants. Economic, legal, and moral issues arose during the conference, 
reflecting the country’s thus far demonstrated historical ambivalence about immigrants.  
The headline of the report, ‘Unions Rethink Links to Undocumented Labor’ (Strugatch, 
Warren pg. LI6, Oct 28, 2001), also points out the capitalist relationship embedded in the 
immigrant workers' exploitation. Certainly, as Mosco (2009) remembers, “since surplus value 
relies on the exploitative relation between capital and labour force, the circulation of capital is 
ultimately the reproduction of exploited wage labour by capitalists” (p.131). The Unions 
implicitly accept that they have been hiring undocumented workers, and they are also pointing 
that this labor force is ‘illegal,’ thus these assumptions characterize undocumented labor as a 
problem.  
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An eloquent difference between the Marxist conceptualization of ‘working class’ labor 
conditions and the undocumented workers in the U.S. is that, as De Genova (2002) has 
consistently pointed out, undocumented workers are living in conditions of marginalization, 
segregation, poverty, and desperation in a way that makes them vulnerable to exploitation and 
deportation. In fact, the Marxist portrayal of urban and factory workers as agents of 
revolutionary change contrasts with the lives of peasant and indigenous workers settled in U.S. 
rural and urban spaces; the difference is, as the news consistently expresses, the migrant 
workers’ legal conditions. Furthermore, ‘illegality’ is conducive to keeping undocumented 
workers ghettoized and dismissed from social benefits because of the juridical and social 
restrictions imposed on them. Ultimately, migrant workers are disposable; they are deportable.  
At the same time, the unions set the distance between they and the government 
(in)actions solving this problem. The headline also suggests unions’ economic interest in hiring 
undocumented labor by “rethinking the links” to undocumented workers. Rethink, as the report 
implies, expresses the desire to deal with ‘illegal’ issues without necessarily referring to the 
exploitative conditions of this labor. 
A month later, a The New Y ork Times article described the situation of the war against 
terrorism as one in which slow progress – in an almost dawdling effort – was being made to 
discover terrorists among illegal aliens. The reason for this glacial progress, as it is characterized 
in the article, is that “the terror attacks have laid bare the country’s longstanding ambiguity on 
the question of what to do about illegal immigration” (Somini Sengupta and Christoper Drew, 
‘Effort to Discover Terrorists Among Illegal Aliens Makes Glacial Progress, Criticis Say’ pg. 
B8, Nov 12, 2001). There are two assumptions in this article that are important to emphasize: the 
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semantic connection between the careless terrorist and ‘illegal’ immigration, and the remark 
about the nation’s historical ambiguity about ‘illegal’ immigration.   
That ambiguity has, to a great extent, served as a perfect strategy for governing 
immigration. On the one hand there is a strongly growing immigration law, and on the other 
hand there is a relaxed and permissible enforcement of it that benefits the U.S. and Mexican 
economies. This strategy is not reflected in the news system. The media focuses on workers 
breaking U.S. immigration laws, but neglects companies’ illegal hiring of them and the 
government’s complacence in ignoring the enforcement of the law.  
According to immigration law, undocumented workers are deportable. They are 
vulnerable and making them marketable and desirable as labor (De Genova, 2002). Job market 
demand is also highly attractive for seekers, especially for Latin America laborers. Like any 
other country, the U.S. government has provided strategies and policies for governing foreigners 
and citizens. In this instance, though, undocumented immigration contradictorily has always 
been viewed within the narrowed bounds of a ‘legal problem/economic solution’ dilemma for 
Mexico and the U.S.  
In some of the newspaper articles, the generalization and homogenization of ‘illegal 
immigrants’ is intended to represent neutrality, indistinct of any national, gender, or cultural 
group. However, the constant and subtle incorporation of symbolic elements, like pictures 
(border patrol agents or immigrants), names (Latin American names), or geographical locations 
(the metonymic south border or even ‘the border’), identifies by inference the narrative 
connection with one specific group: Mexicans.  
In other cases, ambiguity is present in the dialectic transformation that has the capacity to 
transport the reader from visualizing undocumented workers as a commodity to their 
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humanization. In the former, they are discursive objects that can be used to harvest further 
political benefits; to contrast and reinforce national identity; to justify border control, unjustified 
detentions, or the creation of more hostile immigration policies. The latter is a laudable 
journalistic effort humanizing the 9/11 tragedies.  
 The second narrative reproduces the idea that discourse constitutes rather than reflects 
this immigrants’ reality. In other words, news patterns delineate and define a cultural and 
ideological framework that is consistent with the actors’ ideological standpoints.  
 The totality of the voices either explicitly or implicitly refers to immigrant workers as a 
problem. These newspapers' predominant voices (governments, NGOs, journalists, and other 
official voices) are in a constant dialogue. Clearly, the immigrants’ voices have been neglected. 
The war narrative required a foe, and the illegals became the domestic target. The New Y ork 
Times rationale was built on these premises: terrorists are from the Middle East – they are al-
Qaeda members - they are illegal - illegals are potential terrorists – securing the south border will 
prevent terrorists from crossing it.  
Nuestro migrante indocumentado connacional en El Universal 
I selected this title’s words to capture the essence of the Mexican public discourses’ ideological 
stance. Those are three key Spanish words (among others like ‘paisano’ and less commonly 
‘ilegal’ and ‘bracero’) Mexican journalists frequently use to describe undocumented immigration 
experiences. Despite creating a somewhat tautological title, the words profoundly symbolize the 
entrenched nationalism that characterizes Mexican society.  
Illegality and the National Economic-Political Discourse 
 The semantics fixed in the narratives about undocumented migration is associated with 
specific spheres, as these headlines demonstrate: 
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 “Descarta México vengar deceso de connacionales” (August 15, 2001) 
 “Desamparados, los ilegales mexicanos, sostiene ONG” (August 17, 2001) 
 “Crece indignación entre migrantes mexicanos” (August 18, 2001) 
 “Descartan regreso masivo de braceros” (October 23, 2001) 
 “Ha cambiado el perfil de los aspirantes a indocumentados” (October 27, 2001) 
While conational is a common term in the political sphere, social institutions indistinctly 
use ‘illegals,’ braceros and undocumented; and immigrant workers use the term migrant as a 
self-definition. Unlike The New Y ork Times homogenizing the term ‘illegal immigration’ in its 
news, El Universal lets diverse perspectives on immigrants be represented in the news. While 
this might be considered a democratic strategy, it does not necessarily take the prejudice out of 
hegemonic discourses based on class and race that are inserted in the news vocabulary. That is 
the ambivalence we find in Mexican public discourses.  
Although a syntactic redundancy and multiplicity surrounds these words, they emphasize 
the undocumented immigrant's national belonging. In its use, the sense of affiliation promoted in 
the public sphere by politicians, mass media, and government actions and programs tries to 
reinforce the idea that any migrant is not just Mexican, but ours, a co-national. The shared 
identity in this semantic symbolism transmitted in journalistic narratives reproduces Anderson’s 
imagined community. In fact, during the past few decades the Mexican government has been 
making efforts to capture the attention of Mexican immigrants abroad, a political strategy meant 
to reincorporate migrants to the nation's life. The prefix co and the pronoun national qualify and 
transform citizenship into a brotherhood between society and migrants. It is a government 
discourse intended to create national kinship, a solidarity that incorporates the ideological 
‘Mexicanidad’ inherited from the colonial, but particularly from the revolutionary past (the 
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‘revolutionary family’). This national identity is evoked in the media over and over again as the 
Mexican paradigm.  
It is important to emphasize some critical factors in the creation of this national identity. 
Mexico is a nationalist country with a long history of national struggles: colonialism, party 
dictatorship, and armed conflicts such independence, revolution, and social movements. The 
country has also been living in a flux between cultural diversity and national homogenization. 
Thus, El Universal's ambivalence could be historically considered an engine installed in a 
fragmented car. The country runs as a machine, and national identity is the cultural energy that 
oils every single part. Contemporary intellectuals such as Guillermo Bonfil (2004), Claudio 
Lomnitz (2001), Nestor García Canclini (2001 & 2004) and Octavio Paz (1985) have been trying 
to disentangle Mexico's national identity and its subjectivity. Despite some ideological 
discrepancies, they agree on both the multicultural conformation of a society that has been 
looking for its own identity and the political and economic elites’ efforts to construct – or rather, 
impose – a nationalism that gives cohesion and an ideological synthesis to the ethnically 
fragmented and radically class-divided country.  
Thus, although the undocumented immigrant is not precisely a foreigner, in the public 
opinion migrants are considered both nationals and outsiders. The same notions of conational 
and ‘illegal’ perfectively identify the antagonism that separates them, with a porous borderline, 
from the rest of the population. As I will explain in chapter 4, Mexican families – and the nation 
by extension – become estranged from migrants’ paths, because migrants are crossing not just a 
geographical border but a cultural one as well. Thus, we find discursive constructions of social 
and cultural differences in between the tension of liminal kinship-separation and the conflicted 
sentiment of inclusion-exclusion.  
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In short, Mexican media discourses epitomize the nation’s ambivalence toward 
demarcating undocumented immigrants' cultural and identity differences in relation to the 
predominant mestizo, a middle and upper class centered population. Behind the idealized 
Mexican nationalism, there are social attitudes in which identity, race, and class represent and 
define polarized practices. And mass media is playing a vital role in that.  
 As one of the largest national newspapers, in El Universal we find a nationalism, 
ambivalence, and ambiguity very similar to those found in The New Y ork Times' reporting on 
undocumented immigration. However, El Universal presents fundamental diversity in 
immigration topics and a more critical approach that differentiates its news narratives from The 
New Y ork Times' narratives.  
 Interlaced with the Mexican migrant narrative, there is a central post-9/11 narrative in El 
Universal: the extensive and essential attention given to undocumented immigrants from Central 
America crossing into Mexico to reach the ‘American dream.’  
Looking at the backyard: Central American Undocumented Migrants 
I remember hearing popular stories circulating in my hometown about Chinese 
immigrants kidnaping children. Of course, adults made up these stories that had been orally 
incorporated into the popular culture tradition, and they scared me. Every day, when I walked to 
my school, I used to see a strange and colorfully dressed Chinese man speaking unknown words 
and patiently sweeping the sidewalk of his grocery store, day after day, even when there was 
abrasive heat, cold, or wind. Although it seemed that he was always smiling and looked friendly, 
the popular stories and my imagination fooled me into always avoiding him.  
Journalist Olga R. Rodríguez (2012) recounts Juan Chiu Trujillo’s story, which reminded 
me of my childhood experience. Juan Chiu “was 5 years old when he left his native Mexico for a 
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visit to his father's hometown in southern China. He was 35 when he returned.” His story, like 
that of many other immigrants, is linked with U.S. deportations because of the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882. He “feel deeply Mexican but also has been scarred by persecution by 
their countrymen and still [face] ethnic prejudice, despite growing acceptance.” Juan confronted 
an identity crisis, but not a dilemma of being Chinese and Mexican. Discussing national identity, 
the story mentions “in China, Chiu Trujillo's Mexican mother spoke to her children in Spanish 
and often sang Mexican ‘ranchera’ songs [and] also instilled in her children devotion for the 
Virgin of Guadalupe, Mexico's patron saint.” This is a common cultural practice to reinforce 
‘Mexicanidad.’ While it is clear that geographical belonging, language, and legal citizenship 
construct national identity, the personal assimilation of cultural symbols also transforms into a 
personal identity that is not necessarily linked with one country, as the result of cultural 
hybridization.  
But there were other immigrants, from Lebanon and Spain, living in my hometown. In 
my childhood memories, immigrants were enigmatic, menacing, and different. Years later, I 
learned from my parents that immigrants were part of our community; they shared most of our 
culture and their culture, and they were just like us. Those childhood episodes held a long-lasting 
sense of difference between natives and foreigners in my memory.  
The decades of the 80s and 90s were also crucial to the development of my understanding 
of Central and South American migration to Mexico. Hundreds of refugees became part of the 
nation. A friend of mine from Nicaragua was fleeing with his family from the Sandinistas-
Somocistas conflict. An Argentinian co-worker who once actively fought the dictatorship in his 
country had to leave it due to persecution against activists and guerrilleros. Some of my college 
professors from Chile fled from Pinochet’s regime. Furthermore, we also saw a substantial 
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migration of peasants and urban workers, some of them undocumented, heading to Mexico not 
just because of political and armed conflicts, but also because of the hard and distressed 
economic conditions in which they were living. Much like the U.S., Mexico too has a history of 
immigration that shaped its national imaginary.  
At Mexico's southern border - similar to the shared Mexican-US borderline - migration 
has been intraregional for decades. People cross the border for economic-trade and kinship 
reasons. Geopolitical borders separate people and communities from Guatemala and Mexico, but 
they do not have the capacity to separate a community sharing the same cultural elements. 
However, over time, mobilization from most of the Central American countries has become part 
of the immigration flow to the US.  
For years, according to Francisco Alba and Manuel Ángel Castillo (2012, p.4), 
approximately 200,000 Guatemalans have sought refuge in Mexico – due to the eruption of civil 
war in some Central American countries during the 80s. Every year, these reasons mobilize 
thousands of Central Americans to Mexico. And yet, the social and economic conditions in 
Mexico push them to travel to central and northbound Mexican states, and to the U.S. as well. 
The journey from the Mexican south-border states has been documented, considering both the 
geographical routes and personal experience. For instance, the Salvadorian journalist Óscar 
Martínez’s (2010) year-long ethnographic work following both the routes and the Central 
American immigrants pilgrim culminated with 14 chronicles of thousands of Hondurans, 
Salvadorians, Guatemalans, and Nicaraguans’ dramas, trying to reach the Mexican-U.S. border.   
The analysis of Alba and Castillo (2012) also demonstrates that the Mexican government 
has been going to considerable lengths to reform its immigration law. The government has been 
working with Central American governments, promoting bilateral policies to protect immigrants. 
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However, Mexican immigration reforms geared toward facilitating and legalizing immigration 
from the region have been facing challenges. The main challenges have been the proliferation of 
criminal organizations such as gangs and coyotes, corrupt authorities, the implementation of 
NAFTA, and terrorism. All these conditions have made it very difficult to create equilibrium 
between granting access and controlling immigration.  
The reality is that with a porous borderline, an almost exponentially increasing flow of 
immigrants, and the criminal activity predominant in the region, the enforcement of immigration 
law in the southern and northern frontiers of Mexico is difficult. Whatever immigration law is 
trying to administrate, it clashes with reality. The government's strategy is to keep immigrants 
well informed about practical issues, such as the potential dangers of traveling through the 
country and their civil rights. 
In 2001, while The New Y ork Times was framing undocumented immigration as a global 
menace, El Universal paradoxically focused on Central American migration, critically assessing 
Mexico's unlawful and exploitative practices, especially from government authorities, against 
undocumented immigrants. El Universal depicted Central American immigration as a result of a 
complex reality that is difficult to fix. In the newspaper’s discourse, undocumented immigrants 
are the victims of the social transformations. 
 Whether Mexican or Central American, it is clear that El Universal presents a more 
positive and protective position on undocumented workers. Reporting the death of people 
crossing the Mexican-U.S. border almost every day serves as a reminder and a challenge to the 
governments about the other face of migration. But even within this supportive reporting, the 
narratives interlaced in the news are an expression of a pervasive political economy of 
immigration. First, undocumented migrants are considered different, an economic problem, and a 
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national peril because of the decline of remittance. Second, depictions of migrants as victims of 
the economic failure and political aggression against them help the newspaper to constantly 
contest the Mexican and U.S. governments to fix not the migration of workers, but the lack of 
job opportunities in Mexico and Central America, And finally, in the Mexican newspaper 
migrants are used as a referent for the moral judgment of the Mexican political system. Different 
from The New Y ork Times, El Universal considers the internal economic solidification and the 




A View From the Other Side: Technology, Media, and  
Transnational Families in Mexico–U.S. Migration 
 
In the United States, the immigration debate remains largely U.S.-centric. Whether people 
support immigration in the name of human rights or oppose it in the name of economic 
protectionism and xenophobia, public and media discourses are primarily consumed by the 
economic, political, and cultural implications of immigration on the United States as the 
recipient nation of transnational migrants. What remains largely unexplored is the impact of 
transnational migration on the families who remain in their home countries while their relatives 
migrate to and live in the United States (Benítez, 2012). How are those families impacted by 
transnational migration, and how do they deal with the separation of families across national 
borders? This case study explores the experiences of familial relationships and hybridized 
cultural practices of those who remain in Mexico by focusing on the intersections among 
transnational migration, media, and communication technology. Transnational migration 
dislocates not only those who leave home but also family members who are left behind and keep 
in contact with their migrant relatives as they wait for their return home. Migrants and families 
create cross-border networks of intercultural exchange and evolving notions of the transnational 
family, supported by the expanding technological infrastructure of our global information society 
(Wilding, 2006). 
In this case study, we focus on the reciprocal, yet uneven impact of transnational 
migration, paying particular attention to how the experiences of families who remain in Mexico 
are mediated by communication technologies and media representations that bring them in 
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contact with their relatives in the United States and with images of U.S. culture. Using face-to-
face interviews and ethnographic observation, the first author, Gerardo, interviewed five 
individuals—four women and one man between the ages of 35 and 61—who are the heads of 
their households in the city of Aguascalientes, Mexico. These adults come from impoverished 
communities and in some cases migrated from rural areas to the city. Gerardo conducted in-
depth individual interviews with the participants in their homes, asking them to share their 
thoughts, experiences, and feelings on three main topics: technology, mass media, and relatives’ 
emigration. The following questions guide our analysis of interview responses: How does the 
increased presence of communication technology in Mexican households reconfigure the 
relational dynamics and communicative interactions among family members both locally and 
across the border? In what ways are cultural practices and familial identities of those who remain 
in Mexico transformed and contested in the context of global media consumption and 
transnational migration? 
Our analysis reveals how the cultural space of “home” is transformed and reconfigured 
through media, communication technology, and migration; how mediated intercultural contact 
with relatives in the United States and with U.S. culture evokes desire, ambivalence, and a sense 
of resistance; and how migrant relatives’ return home makes visible the asymmetrical power 
relations between the two countries and the growing cultural and economic distance between 
those who stay and those who emigrate to the United States. Taken together, these themes point 
to the disruption and dislocation of familial and cultural identities in the context of transnational 
migration. 
In the following sections, we first provide a brief discussion of relevant social and 
historical contexts, including the intersection between communication technology and the 
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formation of transnational families; the historical context of the impact of the Mexican diaspora 
on Mexican national identity; and a description of the city of Aguascalientes, Mexico, where the 
interviews were conducted. We then discuss the three main themes that emerged from our 
analysis and conclude by briefly addressing the insight gained from this case study. 
Migration, Communication Technology, and Transnational Family 
Transnational migration brings significant relational changes to families in the context of ever-
growing information and communication technologies (ICTs) (Bacigalupe & Cámara, 2012; 
Bernhard, Landolt, & Goldring, 2009; Hiller & Franz, 2004). In the past, families were separated 
upon migrants’ departure abroad, and communication between migrants and family members 
back home was highly limited. The spread of new technologies, particularly mobile phones and 
the Internet, enables migrants and family members to maintain frequent contact with each other. 
In this sense, migrants with access to ICTs never completely leave their “home.” If transnational 
migration deterritorializes migrants’ sense of belonging, ICTs help both migrants and families 
reterritorialize their familial contact zone in telecommunication or virtual space. Thus, ICTs 
impact the nature of the transnational family and the relational dynamics within, altering the 
experiences of sharing time and space as a family. According to Benítez (2012), transnational 
family implies “everyday practices and a feeling of collective identity and social reproduction 
that take place in pluri-local transnational social spaces” (p. 1441). Benítez uses the term e-
families to describe how transnational families construct, imagine, and enact their identities as a 
family using ICTs. In this sense, ICTs mediate and contextualize the evolving nature of long-
distance family relationships in transnational migration. 
E-families, connected through ICTs beyond physical distance, also experience challenges 
and conflicts. The intensified connectivity between migrants and family members can make 
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visible the inequalities and disparities in terms of their economic status, lifestyles, and cultural 
values that evolve and change when migrants settle down and gain economic viability relative to 
families who remain back home (Benítez, 2012). Transnational migration can also cause a 
widening generational gap when children of migrants assimilate into the host culture and lose 
contact with their native culture and language (Phinney, Ong, & Madden, 2000; Vargas, 2008). 
Furthermore, the “imagined proximity” or “virtual intimacy” enabled by ICTs cannot completely 
overcome physical distance, reminding families of the reality of separation, especially at the time 
of crisis or tragedy (Wilding, 2006). Thus, the impact of ICTs is not always positive, or ICTs 
cannot always resolve issues that arise from migration and familial separation. 
Mexican Identity in Diasporic Transnationalism 
The impact of Mexican migration is not limited to political, economic, and cultural changes in 
the United States as a host country; rather, the formation of diasporic communities through 
transnational migration deeply impacts the home country, Mexico, particularly in relation to “the 
construction and reconstruction of homeland national identity” (Shain, 1999, p. 662). Ever since 
the annexation of Mexico’s territory in the 1840s, the Mexican government and its citizens have 
held ambivalent views toward those who have crossed the border and joined U.S. society. Prior 
to the 1970s, “both official Mexico and many Mexicans have long considered Mexican 
Americans as deserters who have ‘forsaken their impoverished homeland for capitalistic U.S. 
comforts’” (p. 669). While conservative groups viewed Mexican Americans’ assimilation into 
U.S. culture as cultural betrayal, the mistreatment of Mexican Americans in the United States 
also enraged Mexico’s national pride. 
The genesis of Mexican national identity has an extremely complex history. In the 1930s, 
under the support of the Mexican government, Mexican intellectuals attempted to frame Mexican 
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identity as a unified, homogeneous group, which generated a considerable cultural clash due to 
the presence of multicultural society in Mexico. Since then, capitalist policies, tension between 
tradition and modernity, demands of modernization, and the Western paradigm of civilization 
have shaped Mexican nationalism and the national identity (Lomnitz, 2001). In the 1970s, 
growing empowerment and social mobility of Mexican American communities in the United 
States drove the Mexican government to develop strong ties with Mexican Americans to gain 
access to their political and economic resources. Efforts toward rapprochement between 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans as a national policy were solidified in the context of 
accelerated economic integration marked by the North American Free Trade Agreement in the 
mid-1990s (Shain, 1999). Moreover, due to the economic decline in Mexico over the past few 
decades, the basic economic survival of its citizens is sustained by remittances from their 
migrant relatives, which constitutes the third-largest source of foreign income behind oil and 
tourism. In this context, Mexican officials transnationalize Mexican culture and citizenship by 
conferring Mexican Americans with greater rights and privileges as members of Mexican 
society, supporting “a pluralistic sense of belonging to the Mexican nation” (González Gutiérrez, 
1999, p. 559). 
The ambivalent relationships between Mexico and Mexican American communities 
reflect the tension between Mexico and the United States in larger political, economic, and 
cultural contexts (Shain, 1999). For Mexico, Mexican Americans represent both the promise of 
Western modernity and the destruction of traditional Mexican values due to Americanization and 
U.S. economic domination. In an attempt to modernize (yet not Americanize) the nation, the 
preservation of tradition becomes a contested site of identity struggle for those who remain in 
Mexico (García Canclini, 1995). The presence of Mexican American communities across the 
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border, and their Mexican ethnic pride and growing economic prosperity, is a significant 
economic and ideological resource for Mexico to reinvent and reimagine its national identity. In 
this sense, Mexican national identity is transnationally mediated and negotiated through ongoing 
contact with Mexican Americans in the United States. It is within these complex historical roots, 
political contexts, and economic conditions that Mexican families maintain and negotiate their 
transnational familyhood with their relatives in the United States. 
Local Contexts of Aguascalientes, Mexico 
Situated at the country’s core, the city of Aguascalientes has about 800,000 residents as of 2010 
(INEGI, n.d.). In the past, Aguascalientes, like many other very productive agricultural cities, 
was strangled by both Mexican government agricultural policies and national economic 
reconversion strategies. Now, about 30% of the economic activity comes from the manufacturing 
industry (mainly operations of transnational corporations, such as Nissan’s assembly plant), and 
around 16% is from small businesses called comercios, restaurants, and hotels (INEGI, 2011). 
During 2013, unemployment reached almost 5% (INEGI, 2014), and in 2012 the average salary 
was about $18 a day. Although it is not considered a zone of expulsion or a zone of considerable 
migration to the United States, Aguascalientes is part of the traditional region of immigration—a 
region that has historically and constantly expelled people—which includes the states of 
Durango, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacán, San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas, Aguascalientes, Colima, 
and Nayarit. Because of its strategic geographical location, the city is an obligatory stop on one 
of the immigration paths to the North; national and international immigrants cross through and 
sometimes settle permanently in the city. 
Every family who was interviewed for this study has been affected by the ups and downs 
of the economy. Some of the families are running their own businesses; self-employment is a 
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consequence of lack of job opportunities, government policies, and the economic crisis. The 
interview participants live in the socioeconomic conditions characterized by daily struggles, 
deprivation, and hope. These and many Mexican families wake up facing many challenges, 
particularly those related to economic subsistence. Their economic lives were and are still 
directly or indirectly sustained by foreign remittances from their relatives in the United States. 
As in the rest of the country, the city is a space of unresolved economic disparity and cultural 
gaps deepened by globalization. Based on the broader historical and local contexts provided 
here, we now discuss three themes that emerged from the interviews and observations. 
Communication Technology and the Reconfiguration of Domestic Cultural Space 
Despite the influx of new communication technologies such as the Internet and cell phones, 
traditional media such as radio and television still bring Mexican families and neighbors together 
and create communal spaces. The neighborhood in Aguascalientes mimics the dynamic of a 
small city where people know one another and family remains one of the most important values 
(Lomnitz, 2001; Paz, 1985). The streets are busy during the day, and at night adults take chairs 
outside and chat while children play and gather in the streets. Music from radio stations provides 
the background for this daily routine and these moments of connection. This time of intimacy 
represents a traditional value of interpersonal connection and a cultural practice acknowledging 
others as family. These practices shape children’s cultural identity, firmly grounding their 
childhood memories for the rest of their lives. After these moments of collective solace, family 
members retreat into their houses. Some watch television, while others, particularly children, text 
their friends or navigate the Internet—isolating themselves from the rest of the family but 
connecting with representations of the world beyond their community. In the Mexican 
households observed, communication technologies create a space of familial connection as well 
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as isolation; family members spend time conversing and listening to music on the radio or 
gathering around the television, while the younger generation is increasingly involved with new 
technologies that connect them to cyber realities and virtual communities. 
Communication technologies shape family dynamics beyond the local streets and familiar 
space of home in Aguascalientes. For the families interviewed, the absence of family members 
who migrated north and work in the United States has a life-changing impact. They attempt to 
maintain virtual relationships with their relatives in the United States. Families and migrants 
creatively use technological resources to preserve ties with home, culture, and family between 
the United States and Mexico. Separated by distance and borders, technology is a way of 
integrating and bringing families closer. Communication technologies create a contact zone in 
the household where traditional and new technologies merge, shaping the communication 
experiences of these families. 
Gloria, who moved from Guadalajara to Aguascalientes a couple of years ago, narrated 
her view on how technology helps her feel connected with her relatives in the United States. She 
and her husband started a business, but they are struggling economically because sales are low. 
They have two daughters and one son. The family rents a small apartment, and they do not own a 
car. There are two television sets in the house, but only one is connected to cable service. A 
computer and cell phones are also among their household gadgets. At least once a week, Gloria 
uses her cell phone to talk with her brother and parents living in the United States. While Gloria 
is taking care of both their business and house chores, her daughter is more involved and 
competent with technology. Occasionally, she chats with her uncle (Gloria’s brother) while she 
is navigating the Internet; sometimes she talks to him through video chat. While Gloria sees 
technology as a means of communication, her daughter is appropriating technology and 
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transforming its meaning. For Gloria’s daughter, technology is not just a means to connect with 
the global world but also a commodity to gain social status. Gloria recognizes that watching her 
brother through the computer screen is a wonderful experience, although it is not the same as 
having him physically in the same place. Gloria explains how being able to see her relatives on 
the screen helps her connect with them emotionally: 
On the screen you are seeing your relatives. It is not the same as having them here, but 
you feel the emotion. Yes, there is more technology now. And through the phone you 
just can hear their voices; it is very different. (Personal interview, July 20, 2013) 
Although Gloria values the computer and the Internet as “a good thing,” especially to 
stay in touch with her relatives, she is reluctant to learn how to use it. The rapid shift in 
technological devices in Mexican households creates an intergenerational gap in terms of who 
uses what type of technology. The digital assemblage of voice, image, and text might help 
strengthen transnational familial ties, but technology itself is often experienced as a barrier for 
some adults. 
For example, Magdalena does not own a computer and refuses to speak to her son on a 
computer. Magdalena is a widow who is financially dependent on her son, a U.S. resident. Every 
weekend Magdalena anxiously awaits her son’s phone call from the United States. His migration 
to the United States has been a difficult experience for her. After a long period of depression and 
not having a job, he decided to go to the United States. His relatives helped by giving him money 
to cross the border. As with many immigrant workers, at the beginning, circumstances were 
extremely difficult. He saved every penny to repay the money he borrowed from his relatives, 
but now he financially supports his mother, who lives alone. Magdalena and her son stay in 
touch by telephone. She feels that computer-mediated communication intensifies the sense of 
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separation and physical distance from her son in the United States. She says her son “does not 
want to video chat; [he] just [makes] phone calls” (personal interview, July 22, 2013). 
Occasionally, when Magdalena is in her daughter’s house, her granddaughter is online 
video chatting with Magdalena’s son. Magdalena refuses to see him through the computer 
screen. “I do not want to see him, and he does not want to see me either,” says Magdalena 
(personal interview, July 22, 2013). Seeing him reminds her of the traumatic experience of his 
leaving the country, which triggers all kinds of sentiments. The emotional toll of seeing each 
other on the screen is unbearable for her son as well, she says: “I feel that he will have more 
anguish and nostalgia. Probably he is imagining how we are” (personal interview, July 22, 2013). 
For Magdalena and her son, seeing each other on the computer screen makes the physical 
distance more real and reminds them of the painful reality of separation. Even though they talk to 
each other only on the phone, Magdalena says that her son “feels so close to us that it has been 
his motivation; it is his engine to continue his new life” (personal interview, July 22, 2013). 
Another interviewee, Clara, is economically stable because of her husband’s 
transportation business. The material details of their house reveal their economic success; she 
and her husband each have a good car, and the whole family wears good-quality, fashionable 
clothing brands. Clara’s brothers migrated to the United States a couple of year ago, and then her 
youngest brother, desperate because of the lack of job opportunities, decided to migrate as well. 
Clara has a similar view of communication technology as Magdalena when it comes to 
communicating with her youngest brother, whom she adores: 
When my youngest brother migrated to the U.S., I was worried. I went to the U.S. and I 
saw my three brothers, and when I got back to Mexico I felt that I left almost my entire 
heart, but after a couple of years, now my [youngest] brother, thanks God, he is staying 
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with a family and it is a big family. My brother doesn’t want to use a computer to be in 
contact with us. I mean, my older brother told me that now he has a computer with a 
video camera and we can have a video chat with our youngest brother, but he doesn’t 
want that. He prefers cell phone; he doesn’t want to see us, he doesn’t want to video chat 
with any of us. All this time it was pain, anguish. My [youngest] brother and I are very 
close, and when he called us, I hear his voice and I said, “He is not well!” Now, now I 
can hear his voice and I can tell that he is OK. (Personal interview, July 24, 2013) 
In their familial relationships, technological devices are not just instruments; they are also 
places of imagination, spaces to re-create a sense of family, and vehicles for creating new 
linkages between U.S. and Mexican cultures. 
Though they do so differently, Gloria, Magdalena, and Clara are using communication 
technologies to create familial spaces where experiences of both closeness and distance are 
intensified. Communication technologies not only increase the amount of information consumed 
in the domestic space; they fundamentally reconfigure communicative interactions and relational 
dynamics in the Mexican families who participated in the study. Home, now wired to the world 
through cable television and the Internet, is a critical site for constructing identity. In these 
households, daily activities are tied to and shaped by the use of traditional or new media. Home, 
seen as a hub of mediation, is an intercultural space (Morley, 2000) where cultural borders are 
blurred, transgressed, and transformed. 
Desire, Ambivalence, and Resistance in Mediated Intercultural Contact 
In Mexico, communication technologies are more than just instruments of information exchange; 
they represent the promise of modernity. While technology facilitates communication and the 
flow of information, the families interviewed perceive technological devices as commodities that 
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confer social status and an embodiment of social aspirations and elevation toward modernization. 
Despite economic hardships, they make economic sacrifices to participate in practices that 
signify their inclusion in a culture of globalization. The commercial dimension of technology 
within the culture of globalization redefines people’s values and their relation with the world. 
While access to the latest technologies and consumer products symbolizes status and success for 
these individuals, the participants share both desire for and ambivalence toward the promise of 
modern technological life. 
For example, Gloria’s daughter is very involved in the world of Hollywood cartoons, teen 
TV programs, and movies. She wants to go to Disneyland, and Gloria has had the same desire 
ever since she was 9 years old, when her father migrated to the United States. Both Gloria’s and 
her daughter’s generation have grown up with idealized images of U.S. culture through media 
representations. However, Gloria is not completely persuaded by glorified images of the United 
States. While her daughter wants to move to the United States and live there, Gloria opposes this 
idea based on what she knows from her relatives about life in the United States: 
Here in Mexico you have time to play and do whatever you want. There, in the U.S., you are 
going to work and work, and there is no time to be with your friends, go to the movies, or play.  
 
Here in Mexico you have time to play and do whatever you want. There, in the U.S., you 
are going to work and work, and there is no time to be with your friends, go to the 
movies, or play. Here you have your family, and you have the opportunity to enjoy and 
share so many moments with your relatives; there, you will be alone. (Personal interview, 
July 23, 2013) 
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Gloria’s idea of a difficult and solitary life in the United States contrasts with a happy, 
carefree life in Mexico. Gloria’s assessment reflects the contradictions between media images of 
the United States and her family’s personal experiences as migrants. Her daughter, who does not 
have any experience of migration, on the other hand, perceives the United States as a wonderful 
place to live. Gloria holds ambivalent feelings toward the United States: 
I would like to know [the United States], but to live there no. Actually we are hoping to 
have them [tourist visas] now that we have our own business, because the children want 
to go there [to the United States], but moving there, no. I imagine . . . I imagined it as a 
beautiful place, but then I see all these things, on television. . . . Are all those things 
happening? . . . And you are like . . . then you think, well then it is not such a beautiful 
place. (Personal interview, July 23, 2013) 
Similar to Gloria, Eréndira has a mixed view of the United States. She owns a grocery 
store, but she has a difficult time feeding her family because of her limited income from sales. 
She does not have a landline telephone or a computer. She is the only one of the interviewees 
who has visited the United States, and when she was there, she viewed the orderliness of U.S. 
society positively: “There, in the U.S., the law system works, the cities are clean, everybody 
respects the law, and a comfortable life is possible” (personal interview, July 20, 2013). 
However, she incisively points out that “one thing is to be a tourist, and other is to live there.” 
For Eréndira, the social life in the United States lacks the communal experience she finds 
important in her upbringing in Mexican culture: 
There are so many differences [between Latin American and U.S. values], a lot . . . 
because here you can sit outside your house, outside the store, you have the small grocery 
store in the corners of the street, so you can walk to get your groceries. There [in the 
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United States] you can’t do that; you need a car. You don’t know your neighbors. There, 
the human relations are bad. Well, that was the impression that I had. (Personal interview, 
July 20, 2013) 
While in the United States, Eréndira also observed the plight of young Mexican migrants 
who struggled with the lack of economic opportunities and, in some cases, drug addiction or 
drug trafficking: 
I was fortunate to visit Los Angeles, and I went to this place where there are poor people 
living in terrible conditions. . . . They are from different Mexican cities. . . . I asked them, 
“Why you are here, why you are living like this?” Oh no, it was horrible. They were 
young boys who arrived with no addictions, no vices, with nothing [money], and they got 
their wickedness there [in the United States], because all of them migrated with the 
dream of a better life for them, their brothers, and their parents, to buy a house for dad 
and mom. There they got those addictions. At some point, they get involved in drug 
trafficking. (Personal interview, July 20, 2013) 
Both Gloria and Eréndira hold some positive views of U.S. culture and society at the 
superficial level, but they clearly separate what they perceive as idealized images and reality. 
Their ambivalent views are negotiated through media representations as well as their 
interpersonal contact with migrants in the United States. 
In contrast with Gloria and Eréndira, Rodrigo has an oppositional view on and resistant 
relationship with technology. Rodrigo runs his business from his house. His garage is full of 
tools, with a worktable at the center; raw materials and unfinished products complement the 
scene. On a weekend morning, Rodrigo is working on one of his projects. His young-adult 
children, grandchildren, and wife are constantly moving throughout the house, making it feel like 
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a honeycomb. Every night from 8 to 10 the family “religiously” (as a ritual) takes their 
homemade grill onto the street to cook and sell quesadillas. Afterward, family and friends go in 
the garage and sit around the worktable, where animated conversations begin. As if part of the 
family, popular music plays. When asked about cell phones, computers, and the Internet, 
Rodrigo ponders before responding: “I do not know so much about all those devices, and I do not 
use a computer. I work the whole day, and I just watch television news at night” (personal 
interview, July 21, 2013). There is a television in the living room, occupying the core of the 
house. 
 Rodrigo separates himself from using communication and information technology. He 
defines himself as a traditional man, taking care of his family because it is the most important 
thing. He repeats again and again in the conversation that we have to maintain our solid family 
relationship. With confidence, he says that he does not care too much about having an expensive 
cell phone or a computer. Limited by their economic realities, the rest of his family adapts to 
using outdated technology and paying through finance plans. Rodrigo is very critical of the 
proclivity toward consumption: 
How many people have a cell phone? Parents do not have money to buy school supplies, 
but they have the money to buy a good cell phone. Instead, I would like to have the 
money to buy school supplies and not a computer. (Personal interview, July 21, 2013) 
Rodrigo’s statement captures the dilemma of being part of the global technological culture 
and yet not able to participate fully in it due to economic constraints. In his view, basic 
necessities are sacrificed for luxury items. His opinion points to the social pressures pushing 
children and families toward conspicuous consumption of technology. Rodrigo also has strong 
views on migration: 
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Definitely I do not know borders. I am happy this way. I am happy because I never 
wanted to leave my town. To be realistic, I can support myself here in a similar way as I 
can do it on the other side [in the United States]. (Personal interview, July 21, 2013) 
Rodrigo also has a critical view of the materialistic emphasis in U.S. lifestyles: 
A house, cars, bank accounts, and retirement plan are the motivation and life priority for 
migrants. . . . Why do you [the migrants] spend your entire life working day and night to 
have all those things? At the end you waste opportunities to enjoy life. (Personal 
interview, July 21, 2013) 
Migrants’ Homecoming: Negotiation of Cultural Values 
As shown above, families who remain in Mexico are constantly influenced by the increased 
presence of communication technology, media representations, and their communication with 
migrant relatives in the United States. Furthermore, their domestic cultural dynamic changes 
when migrant relatives return home from the United States for holidays and special occasions. 
Typically, every year or two, migrants return home, especially for Christmas celebrations. The 
entire family gathers to welcome the visitors. Migrants’ homecomings are both joyous and 
potentially contentious. Family members’ migration to the United States creates hierarchical 
relationships between migrants and family members who remain in Mexico. Families in Mexico 
are financially dependent on their migrant relatives for expenses, from children’s school tuition 
and housing to basic daily necessities. Sometimes the migrant relatives pay all expenses for the 
family members to visit the United States. When migrant relatives visit home in Mexico, the 
families organize big parties to welcome them. Extended families and friends participate in these 
celebrations. The increased and uneven relations of dependence, contextualized within the 
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shifting cultural practices and Americanization, create points of contention and negotiation over 
traditional cultural values and norms. 
In narrating their experiences, families manifest a conciliatory, although ambivalent, 
attitude toward their relatives’ cultural expressions. Eréndira describes her brother’s 
homecoming, which is mixed with a sense of joyous reunion and culture shock with her brother’s 
Americanized children: 
It is a party. It is a pleasure because when he [my brother] comes [home], the “sacred” 
family is together. . . . And to see . . . to hear my nieces and nephews speaking only in 
English . . . and I tell them, “Speak Spanish because Spanish is your language.’” 
(Personal interview, July 20, 2013) 
After a couple of days, when everyone returns to their daily routines, migrant relatives 
become strangers in their own homes. Families start experiencing cultural differences because 
the migrants’ cultural practices have been altered. The following quote is representative of how 
families perceive and live the intercultural influence of their relatives. In this interchange with 
her niece, Eréndira expresses some cultural concerns: 
Eréndira: For instance, here the tradition is that a man has to ask for his parents’ permission 
to date a woman, and when visiting his girlfriend the man has to stay outside the 
house. . . . Here [in Mexico] in the past, a man would come to the house but stay 
outside, and there [in the United States] . . . 
Niece : C’mon, aunt, how is that? The boyfriend has to go inside the house to talk. 
Eréndira: No, my sweetie, it is outside. 
Niece : No, aunt, there [in the United States] it is not part of the culture. 
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Eréndira: What I mean is that Latinos change their values when they arrive in the United 
States. Rather, Latinos adapt to the U.S. way of being and thinking. (Personal 
interview, July 20, 2013) 
Second-generation migrants’ relational norms, language, display of material possessions, 
or even the simple acts of hugging, kissing, or joking are different from the traditions of their 
relatives in Mexico. For Eréndira, the cultural contact with migrant relatives changes families in 
Mexico. Despite her sense of cultural loss, she nonetheless associates such changes with progress 
and improvement: “From there [contact with relatives] is where cultural change is coming to all 
of us that stay in Mexico, the poor, a desire for self-improvement, of progress, with the idea that 
we can live better, by studying, obviously” (personal interview, July 20, 2013). 
Migrant relatives’ homecoming evokes mixed feelings of joy and loss for Rodrigo. Every 
time Rodrigo’s sisters come from the United States, the taste and smell of Mexican food 
permeates the house. Family and food are strong elements of Mexican cultural identity. Home is 
an evocation of memories and meanings. Rodrigo expresses his sense of loss when describing 
the lack of familiarity and personal connection with his nieces who grew up in the United States: 
My sister, the one that has more time living in the U.S. . . . her children are from there 
[U.S. citizens]. When they came to visit us, you know, they [his nieces] see me like a 
stranger and with indifference . . . and I said, “Hi, I am your uncle,” and they just told me, 
“Ah, OK, you are my uncle!” There is no empathy; there is no sentiment; there is nothing 
. . . because there is no contact over the year. They come to see you [their Mexican 
relatives] because their mother tells them that we are relatives . . . but they never have 
experienced familial contact with us, like taking care of them when they were babies. 
(Personal interview, July 21, 2013) 
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The distance Rodrigo feels from his sisters and nieces is not merely because of the lack of 
everyday contact. Rather, he finds it difficult to relate to his migrant relatives’ emphasis on 
materialistic aspects of life: 
My other sister, she took her family from Mexico to the U.S., they are different. Different 
because my sister changed a lot regarding our relationship because sometimes she . . . she 
doesn’t know what she wants. She has one thing and she wants more, and they, you 
become greedy, you lost ground. (Personal interview, July 21, 2013) 
The homecoming of Rodrigo’s sisters creates both a moment of celebration and a sense of 
disruption caused by the differences in lifestyles embedded in uneven economic status between 
migrants and family members: 
When my sisters came to visit us it is a party. My mother, my mother is like, “My 
daughters are coming!” And my brothers are with great expectations; they are always 
guessing the time they are arriving, and my brothers are always there, in my mother’s 
house, waiting for my U.S. relatives. It is totally different. I have to struggle to get the 
money to survive . . . but it is difficult for us to see how they came with . . . uh! They came 
with these big trucks! (Personal interview, July 21, 2013) 
This familial dynamic reflects not only the pronounced economic gap between Rodrigo’s 
migrant relatives and his family but also his ambivalence toward economic success achieved at 
the expense of traditional Mexican family values. In this case, his sisters’ Americanized lifestyle, 
which he equates with materialism, is at odds with his traditional sense of family and familial 
unity. Despite all those changes, says Rodrigo, “we have to adapt to those circumstances! It is 




Communication technology has dramatically changed the connectivity and accessibility of daily 
familial contact for migrant families who are geographically separated from one another. The 
analysis provided in this case study revealed how the increased presence of ICTs in Mexican 
households reconfigures the domestic cultural space and relational dynamics locally and 
transnationally. Intercultural contact with relatives in the United States and mediated 
representations of U.S. culture evoke desire, ambivalence, and a sense of resistance. Those who 
remain in Mexico have access to information about U.S. culture, migration, and notions of a 
“good life” that shape their worldviews. However, the narrative accounts of these five 
individuals also point to how the tensions and negotiations that emerge from familial separation 
are still deeply relevant even in a highly networked society. For some individuals, ICTs made the 
physical separation more pronounced and real; others viewed materialistic success as 
undermining family tradition and happiness; and some cherished their Mexican tradition while 
also admiring American lifestyles. 
Despite ongoing connection through technology, when migrant relatives return to 
Mexico, families still experience a sense of cultural loss and culture shock. Migrant relatives’ 
return home makes visible the asymmetrical power relations between Mexico and the United 
States, accentuating an awareness of the growing cultural and economic distance between those 
who stay and those who immigrate to the United States. While transnational migration brings 
financial support and cultural aspirations for families who stay in Mexico, their sense of 
family—the sense of being a “Mexican” family—is fundamentally contested and changed 
through this process. In a global information society, transnational families’ lives are full of 
contradictions. Insights into how families and migrants live, manage, and negotiate these 
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contradictions of family, home and identity are central to understanding the implications of 
transnational migration in both host and home countries. In the context of globalization, ICTs, 
media, and migration are conduits of intercultural communication. Above all, migrants’ 
transnational familial interactions and connections are key elements in understanding the 






















COMMUNICATION AND CULTURAL IDENTITY: A CASE STUDY OF THE 
OAXACAN INDIGENOUS’ TRANSNATIONAL PROJECT IN THE UNITED 
STATES  
 
Globalization is confirming the historicity of our human condition: we are an interdependent 
world, and our social contradictions and asymmetries still live with us. In the United States, the 
Frente Indígena de Organizaciones Binacionales (FIOB) is a social movement that remains 
largely neglected by media and society. Although literature on indigenous migrants focuses 
mainly on economic factors, one aspect that requires more exploration is the FIOB's 
transnational efforts to preserve cultural ties with Mexico, and to build a cross-border 
organization advocating for indigenous rights. This movement is trying to connect two worlds. In 
this mission, the Internet facilitates the globalization of the FIOB’s manifesto. The Internet 
provides a place for indigenous groups’ political dialogues across borders, and also provides an 
active ideological and cultural space for its members. At the same time, it reflects the indigenous 
commitment to indigenous historicity and provides a window to see how this historicity is 
connected to contemporary struggles. This case study explores the FIOB's genesis by focusing 
on the ideological arguments that sustain this project, essentially the constitutive documents that 
lead the organization's actions. I argue that that this movement takes place within specific ethno-
political problems that provide a framework to enable members’ social activism. Making this 
manifest public institutionalizes and legitimates the organization; its specificity, however, 
tightens and fractures transnational collective actions. Still, communication and technology play 
a fundamental role in the project’s success.  
 In this case study, I focus on the inclusionary yet fragmented character of the FIOB’s 
ideological manifest, paying particular attention to the historical conditions conducive to the 
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FIOB's structural transformations and social activism. In Latin America, the economic and 
cultural inequalities of indigenous groups are inherent to national historical processes (García-
Canclini, 2004); therefore, drawing on cultural studies and media studies, this essay proposes 
that the historical demobilization of indigenous people, particularly from Oaxaca, has 
transformed their cultural practices, making them oscillate between tradition and modernity and 
reshaping their cultural identity. This historicity is reflected in the analyzed documents. The 
following questions guide my discourse analysis on the constitutive documents: How does ethnic 
diversity facilitate or hinder integration among indigenous groups? In what ways are historical 
conditions represented in the ideological manifesto? And to what extent may transnational 
integration affect cultural identity?  
 History undoubtedly impacts the indigenous movement's fundamentals. Particularly, my 
analysis shows: a) the ideological manifest was born with cultural fractures; b) ethnic diversity 
and national differences could affect the organization's consolidation as a pan-ethnic community; 
c) within a continuous transnational migration and the project’s fissures, hybridization is 
irremediably reconfiguring indigenous cultural identity. These findings point to the 
interconnections and contradictions embedded in this social movement’s efforts to transform an 
ethnocentric organization into a transnational project. 
 In the following, I first offer a brief discussion of the importance of studying migration 
beyond the economic and political scope, and consider its socio-historical conditions; based on 
the constitutive documents I then discuss the central notion of community, the construction of 
indigenous identity, and the discourses embedded in these documents that engage the 
organization with society; I conclude briefly addressing some aspects to be considered for future 
research.    
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Living Between Roots and Routes 
The digitalization of social movements and the public mediation of communication technologies 
offer a space to study the roots and routes of social transformations. Continuous technological 
advances have been used discursively to argue that people now have access to massive flows of 
information. They have also been vital for postmodern discourses promoting democratic 
triumphalism and heralding the empowerment of the individual - even though market policies 
control most of this digital world. We are also witnessing a growing public presence and 
globalization of social movements (e.g. Zapatistas and Occupy Wall Street). In this regard, the 
evidence shows that media and communication technologies mediate between social movements 
and public opinion. In the middle of these two factors and facing major challenges, the role of 
governments is still being questioned. In an economic-political system in which neoliberal 
practices prevail over social concerns, governments are frequently subordinated to market 
policies and demands. Trying to maintain political autonomy, economic development, or social 
cohesion, nations confront social movements’ destabilizing dissonances with dominant 
paradigms. Based on legitimated power, governments around the world control, repress, or 
ultimately eradicate what they consider a threat. Nevertheless, there are social movements that 
prevail and sometimes gain the favor and support of civil society and government. The FIOB is a 
particular case because its longstanding strengths come from its character. This movement is an 
independent, ethnic, political, and cultural movement that took route at the beginning of the 90s, 
but their struggles are rooted in colonial times.  
 Indigenous groups around the world have common experiences. These groups were first 
alienated, and then culturally and historically vindicated. In Mexico, the two major social 
movements (Independence and Revolution) and seventy years of party dictatorship created 
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public policies – though demagogically inconsistent with the nation’s reality – to incorporate 
ethnic diversity into every national modernizing project. However, the utopian attempt to build a 
nation based on a homogenous-assimilated identity has neglected ethnic diversity and minority 
groups’ political personalities. Discrepancies arose between the government’s (lack of) support 
in resolving the critical situation in which indigenous have been immersed and the 
operationalization of ‘modernity’ (Bonfil, 2004). After colonialism, Mexico has seen how these 
discrepancies perpetuate indigenous marginalization. Moreover, contemporary globalization 
processes have reached indigenous in Mexico (García Canclini, 2002), reshaping cultural 
traditions and lifestyles. Multiple factors have pushed or pulled Mexico's indigenous in a 
permanent situation of survival. All those years of adversity became the base upon which the 
ideological manifest was created. Now, the FIOB is revalorizing the indigenous roots as a way to 
pave future routes for indigenous populations in Mexico and the U.S.  
Historical Conditions: The Ascendancy of the Oaxacan Indigenous as 
Transnational Community 
 
 The history of Mexico as a nation and the indigenous history run parallel to one another. 
At times, there have been contact points between them that expose profound asymmetries. In the 
nation there are the two different realities and two different national projects. In the following, I 
provide a brief discussion of the historical conditions of the Oaxacan indigenous - founders of 
the FIOB - as a referent of the Mexican indigenous history.  
The state of Oaxaca is located in the southwest region of Mexico. Over 3 million people 
live within the state's territory. Currently, nearly half of the population still speaks in a dialect. 
There are approximately 16 different indigenous groups, representing an equal number of 
dialects (Consejo Nacional para los Pueblos Indígenas, 2005). In the history of Oaxaca, 
agriculture was and still is the predominant economic activity. Indigenous people work for what 
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is known as primordial subsistence, which functions exclusively to provide basic food for family 
consumption. This situation has developed in part because national agriculture has been sensitive 
to government policies. Although Mexican indigenous groups around the country have 
experienced detrimental labor conditions, agriculture has been their livelihood. Alongside 
agriculture, mobilization constitutes an important influence on indigenous culture, as many 
indigenous groups have either been forced to migrate or done so in order to survive. The history 
of two predominant indigenous groups from Oaxaca, Zapotec, and Mixtec has been shaped by 
international events and segregationist policies coming from the Mexican government. Three 
historical moments help to illustrate this point. The first conjuncture is the conquest of Mexico 
that started in 1519. According to the Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos 
Indígenas (CDI), the indigenous people of La Mixteca had to migrate during this period due to 
the exploitation to which they were subjected. The story was not too different for the Zapotecs: 
poverty, exploitation, and demobilization. The Zapotecs were forced to migrate to and work for 
the Spanish-controlled mines. Also, the implementation of ‘latifundios’ helped to establish class 
hierarchy, the monopolization of land, and the slavery of indigenous people.  
 In 1810, an independence movement – a second crucial moment in Mexican history – 
ended Spain's subjugation of the nation. However, criollos and mestizos continued to reproduce 
colonial practices. In fact, the system “favored the rich, and the explicitly cast-based system of 
the colonial period” (Lomnitz, 2001, p. 48). During the post-independence period, the newly 
Mexican government struggled to consolidate the country’s economic and political systems. In 
the aftermath of independence, crisis, instability, and armed rebellions became naturalized. 
Mexico City was turned into the nation’s center; everything was controlled from there. Hence, 
Oaxaca and the rest of the country became isolated, endeavoring to survive with no government 
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support. This self-sufficiency situation lasted for decades. In this turmoil, indigenous people 
recreated communities based on their own social, political and economic history. This emergent 
self-survival strengthened ethnic fundamentals among indigenous groups. In other words, during 
the consolidation process in which Mexico became a nation, the social conditions provided a 
scenario for indigenous autonomy and identity reaffirmation. Thus, what is important to 
emphasize in this period is the emergence of indigenist movements “called 'caste wars' by the 
nation’s political classes, which must also be understood as national movements in the sense that 
they sought congruency among indigenous nations, management of territory, and appropriation 
of religion” (Lomnitz, 2001, p. 49). The indigenous movement for citizenship, political 
autonomy, and cultural independency was also an ideological dispute. Opposing it was a 
modernizing pro-Spanish, pro-European movement that influenced the racialized, gendered, and 
classist discourses that alienated indigenous people.  
 The indigenous social movements continued over time, and after the 1910 Mexican 
Revolution, mestizaje became the new ideological umbrella, the Mexican cultural identity; it was 
a project intended to unify the nation. Mestizaje, however, erased indigenous people from the 
national arena. Another relevant event during this period was the political-economic agreement 
between Mexico and the United States that allowed for the temporary recruitment of Mexican 
workers; soon, indigenous people provided the labor force for U.S. agriculture. The Bracero 
Program encompassed thousands of indigenous peoples between 1942 and 1964, facilitating the 
creation of an indigenous network supporting the newly immigrated. This and other networks 
became formal groups in the U.S. called Mexican Home Town Associations (MHTA). The 
Oaxacan indigenous network became the platform for the FIOB. Behind the FIOB, thus, is a 
structural and historical struggle between indigenous and society; it is a social movement forged 
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in combat against ethnic and class discrimination. The FIOB is an example of what Bach and 
Stara (2005) called networks that are defining the global political space that we live in today. 
These kind of organized social movements predominantly interact socially with or through 
technology. The Front is an emergent self-denominated pacific movement transforming 
transnational political spaces. 
From Frente Oaxaqueño to Frente Indígena 
 The Frente Mixteco Zapoteco Binacional was created in October of 1991 in order to 
solidify community relationships and overcome ethnic differences among indigenous people in 
the U.S.; afterward other Oaxacan ethnic groups joined the organization, which later became the 
FIOB. In its first public appearance, the FIOB broke social barriers and proposed to the 
California Rural Legal Assistance (CRLA) the creation of a position that a well-prepared person 
should occupy, who would explain labor rights to indigenous workers (Bacon, 2002). After years 
of transformations, consultations, meetings, conventions, and, above all, the incorporation of 
indigenous people from other Mexican states, in 2005 the organization’s name changed from 
Frente Indígena Oaxaqueño Binacional to Frente Indígena de Organizaciones Binacionales 
(FIOB), continuing the initial idea of creating an inclusive community while also asserting 
indigenous rights in both countries. 
  In short, along these turning points in the history of Mexico, indigenous groups have 
maintained and reinforced cultural and community ties in order to withstand the advances of 
modernization. The same sense of community has allowed them to transcend socially 
constructed borders (the results of geographical separation or rhetorical borders such as ethnicity 
or class), demonstrating that such barriers cannot keep them from holding to and standing for 
their indigenous roots. It is important to note that while contemporary economic and political 
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factors are still reasons for local, national, and transnational immigration among indigenous 
people, their historical roots contribute enormously to the creation of social ambivalence and 
contradictions. Immigration has become a culture, and the case of immigrants from Oaxaca can 
help to explore the intricacy of globalization processes that effect indigenous communities.  
The Indigenous Community Project: The Notion of Community 
Social movements can be defined in many ways, but some characteristics are common to most 
definitions: alienation from the dominant system, informal networks, diversity in cultural identity 
and membership, and commitment to social change. Unique to our present time, social 
movements can reach out globally, because the incorporation of communication technologies 
allows them to garner international attention and support. The development of the FIOB and the 
indigenous groups represented through this organization a social movement with those 
characteristics. However, the FIOB’s notion of community - fixed in geographical territoriality 
and ethnicity - has been transformed. Community has new dimensions within the FIOB's 
principles. The community is national and at the same time transnational; it is built in an arena of 
multicultural diversity, but upon one common indigenous interest. These particular dimensions 
are substantially critical to the organization's consolidation and its claims as a social movement. 
The indigenous communities of Oaxaca, California, and those located throughout the U.S. are 
living local realities that are not necessarily compatible with one another; the challenge for this 
social movement is to build and operate a transnational community, and creating a pan-
indigenous community relies on the cohesiveness pledged by the indigenous as an ethno-cultural 
category. 
 For developing countries, modernization is always an ongoing process that is externally 
imposed. In Mexico, the global experiment of modernity - based on technological developments, 
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hegemonic structures, and institutionalized-nationalist discourses - has fractured the nation’s 
stability and harmony. The transition in the 1930s and 40s from agriculture to industrialization, 
for instance, resulted in an economic crisis along with a massive mobilization of people from 
rural areas to the cities. In the 90s, NAFTA brought to Mexicans the expectation that the free 
trade agreement would transform the country into a first world nation; instead it became a 
nightmare for unprivileged sectors, because greedy and harsh neoliberal policies extended social 
inequality gaps. In this sense, every modernizing project created a real dystopia for the Mexican 
population in general, and the indigenous communities in particular (Cohen, 2004; Corbett, 
1992; Fox and Rivera-Salgado, 2004; Klaver, 1997; Stuart and Kearny, 1981; Ríos, 1992; 
Rivera-Salgado, 1999; Robles, 2002; Velasco, 2002; Zabin, 1992). One aspect modernization 
and mobilization brought to the indigenous communities was intercultural contact, transforming 
their cultural traditions. For instance, the inherited colonial syncretism amalgamating Christian 
and indigenous sacred elements was disrupted by the incorporation of new religions, creating 
contention among some indigenous groups. The indigenous resistance to become ‘modern’ is 
often opposed to the necessity of survival; they are forced to consider and take opportunities the 
‘modern’ world offers. This historical dilemma is still driving and hybridizing these indigenous 
communities. In other words, indigenous people have been exposed to new cultures every time 
displacement takes place. Thus, slavery, deterritorialization, ghettoization and the continuous 
contact with new cultures were fertile fields for Mexican indigenous groups to develop a system 
of knowledge. They learned how to survive in new environments, and migration created 
extended social networks, which allowed for transnational communication and facilitated the 
migration of more indigenous people. With the constitution of the FIOB, we are looking a 
paradigmatic community. The FIOB has a complex level of organization: according to Article 
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7.1, "the administration organs in hierarchical order are: the binational general assembly, the 
central council, state assembly, the state council, the regional assembly, regional council, district 
assembly, district council, the community assembly - organization or group - and community 
committee - organization or group" (FIOB, 2005). It also has a growing base of transnational 
experience, knowledge on labor and human rights, and expertise to build a pan-indigenous 
community. This system of knowledge is just the result of cumulative indigenous experiences.  
 2005 provided a key moment in the promotion of an alliance between indigenous 
communities. The FIOB publicly declared its intention to rename the organization because social 
conditions and indigenous reality had changed. This unification “is unprecedented in the history 
of Mexican indigenous peoples” (Michael Kearney, 2000, p. 190). Undoubtedly, the 
incorporation of other ethnic groups demanded internal reconfiguration. In 2005, the FIOB 
incorporated indigenous people from the Mexican states of Guerrero, Michoacán, Hidalgo, and 
Baja California; they also incorporated the indigenous living in California, United States. 
According to the FIOB website, these groups were unified because they identified with the 
FIOB’s mission, vision and strategies; they are committed to a better future for migrant and non-
migrant communities on both sides of the border (FIOB, 2005). This public statement was also 
an explicit attempt to form an indigenous community that transcended physical territoriality and 
political borders. With this unification, traditional notions of nation were disrupted and national 
and cultural identities were interrogated. The contention of the idea of ‘both sides’  - Mexican 
indigenous and U.S. indigenous - is one of many ideological reproductions of hegemonic 
binaries deployed within the U.S. and Mexican public spheres. It articulates difference 
(indigenous vs. society) and power relations (alienated migrant communities vs. citizens). 
Certainly, the indigenous autonomy in both countries – they maintain traditions, dialects, socio-
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cultural practices, and are governed by their own laws and political systems – represents a 
challenge for the nation-state because of the magnitude and political significance of a pan-
indigenous community. I suggest that the articulation of three dimensions has positioned the 
FIOB as a transnational social movement: first, the notion of community has an ideological basis 
in its canonic documents; second, it is inclusive of other groups regardless of geographic location 
or ethnic origin; and third, it has actively participated in the public sphere, supporting projects 
that struggle for bi-national rights and indigenous well-being (FIOB, 2005). 
 Immigrants from Taiwan, China and India who were educated in the United States are 
now considered to represent and promote transnational communities (Saxenian, 2002). They 
have a preponderant role developing economic opportunities in their countries, serving as a link 
between countries, and also creating technological centers and systems of knowledge. Saxenian 
considers education, personal networks, and information systems key elements in the creation of 
these communities. These clustered factors are fundamental for the production of global 
networks. The FIOB is an ethnic and transnational community with “the ability to secure 
resources by virtue of membership in social networks or larger social structures” (Portes 
1995:12); as its Vision explains, the FIOB is looking to “be a binational indigenous organization 
[that is] strong, constructive and self-sufficient” (FIOB, 2005). 
 While Saxenian defines those groups as communities because they are networked and 
share common aspects (like being educated in the United States), kinship, ethnicity, networking, 
and above all a common historical past are distinctive characteristics among indigenous 
communities. They are ethnically conscious of sharing indigenous roots. Historical resistance is a 
concept that helps to explain the indigenous reinvention. Ancestral mobility and community now 
might be explained in a transnational context (Garduño, 2004). It is for this reason that the 
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FIOB’s Mission fosters cultural integrity, economic and social development of indigenous 
peoples, and their right to organize and live according to their traditions. The symbolic and 
factual status of indigenism, which has been discussed for many years in the Mexican public 
sphere, is reawakening in the ethnic groups’ coalescence. In other words, they are a community 
because they share indigenous identity, they continue struggling for their right of self-
determination, they are broadly integrated as a transnational network, and they are committed to 
the movement's goals despite their ethnic diversity. 
Indigenism: Beyond Ideological Connotations 
The notion of indigenism is another key component in the FIOB’s project. Inidgenism represents 
an ethnic referent, an ideological discourse, a cosmovision, and a permanent project. At the inner 
circle of indigenism we find language and traditions essential to indigenous identity formation. 
Through the analysis of these two components, I intend to shed some light on the indigenous 
cultural identity in contention with modernization and globalization. As Bonfil Batalla (2004) 
argues, cultural identity is defined in an organized collectivity with established cultural heritage, 
forged and transformed historically.  
In the U.S. and Latin America, Spanish language use is considered a common 
characteristic defining Latin American or Latino cultural identities. Language is a cultural 
manifestation that gives cohesion and reflects cardinal culture. While an indigenous group's 
spoken dialect is part of its identity, the speaking of dialects for mestizos in a Spanish or English-
speaking community might present social barriers that keep indigenous people excluded from 
society. In Mexico there is a univocal relationship attaching every indigenous group to its own 
language – for instance the ethnic group identified as Mixteco speaks the Mixtec dialect. 
Inherited from the colonial past, language as a cultural and ideological element of identity is the 
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dimension through which hegemony operates; in other words, indigenous dialects are not the 
language of conquest, colonialism, or the contemporary predominant language in Mexico, but a 
cultural expression of indigenism. It belongs to and defines indigenous ethnic identity. 
Languages like English or Spanish, by contrast, do not have this mutual symbolic connection; 
they belong to and are used by different ethnic groups, and symbolize the colonial instruments of 
oppression, which also created linguistic hybridization.  
Though dialects conform with indigenous identity, they can also be used socially as an 
instrument of marginalization and segregation. In fact, the politicization of national language 
displaces subaltern languages. In Mexico, Spanish has been the official language since colonial 
times; the conquest brought a cultural genocide that imposed the conquerors' language. Even 
after the conquest and colonization, Spanish became the national language of modernity, and 
dialects were considered primitive – for many years, and even today, the indigenous of Mexico 
experience segregation for not speaking the Spanish language. Above all, capitalism has 
intensified these structural conditions, promoting political and economic strategies regarding, 
and sometimes against, the traditional practices of indigenous people. In our modern world, 
indigenous dialects, folk crafts, and rituals have been commodified (García-Canclini, 2002), 
reproducing colonial tensions of syncretism between the conqueror and the subjugated. In fact, 
discourses of nationalism have been trying to recover Mexican indigenism as the nation’s roots. 
The Mexican government uses language as formal criteria to determine who is indigenous or not 
(Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas, 2002); it posits language as 
conventional category by definition. However, there has been a strong association between 
indigenous as a category and their representation in the Mexican imaginary. The word ‘indio’ 
has a negative connotation because it is thought that they have not been socially integrated. For 
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example, they are criticized for a lack of interest in learning and using Spanish, for wearing 
traditional dresses, for rejecting formal education, or simply because they remain ostracized from 
society. That public imaginary is an inherited colonial discourse. 
Colonialism led to a cultural clash in which 'modernity' displaced 'traditions.' At that 
moment, the concept of 'traditional' became the past, the history, and the not civilized. By 
extension, the conquerors depicted indigenous people as uncivilized and barbarous (Bonfil, 
2004). The Mexican government’s efforts to reevaluate and rescue 'indigenism' have often 
wrongly sought to incorporate indigenous people into the modern civilized world, to the 
detriment of their ethnicity. Struggling against cultural assimilation, the indigenous have been 
holding their cultural practices. The Guelaguetza and the Tequio are traditions among Oaxacan 
communities, not only in Mexico but also in the United States. The Guelaguetza, for instance, is 
primarily considered a symbol and part of the Oaxacan identity. Another example is the ‘pelota 
Mixteca,’ a game indigenous people have been bringing back not only as a sport but also as a 
cultural practice among the Oaxacan indigenous living in the United States. The recovery and 
practice of natural medicine is another tradition present in any indigenous community. All these 
indigenous cultural practices "reveal a specific space of cultural affirmation” (Martín-Barbero, 
1993, p. 192), taking place within and as part of a historical process. 
Historically, some indigenous people from Oaxaca came to the United States because of 
the Bracero program that operated from 1942 to 1964. While working in a foreign land, the 
indigenous become part of the community, particularly with those who speak the same dialect, 
hail from the same hometown, or share similar traditions. Thus, cultural affinity provided the 
base for community formation in the United States and networking between Mexico and the 
United States. Before coming to the U.S., these indigenous groups had experience as agricultural 
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workers in Sinaloa, Sonora and Baja California in Mexico, and they had developed political and 
legal knowledge and education to defend workers’ rights (Zabin, 1992; Velasco, 2002; Fox & 
Rivera-Salgado, 2004). They relied on this experience to assist new immigrants. Rufino 
Domínguez explains this sense of community and support: 
 “Among indigenous Oaxaqueños, we already have the concept of community and  
organization. When people migrate from a community in Oaxaca, they already have a 
committee comprised of people from their hometown. They are united and live very near 
one another. It’s a tradition that we don’t lose, wherever we go” (Bacon, 2002). 
It took decades for some indigenous communities to formalize their political activism, 
like the Zapatistas and the Frente Mixteco Binacional. These organizations aimed not only to 
help the indigenous, but also to take political action against exploitative conditions. The Frente 
Mixteco Binacional made alliances with other social movements, including the EZLN in 
Chiapas, Mexico, and the United Farm Workers (UFW) founded by Cesar Chavez in California 
(Bacon, 2002), as strategy to make the Frente stronger. More recently, strengthened by 
partnerships and experience, the FIOB created the Centro Binacional para el Desarrollo Indígena 
Oaxaqueño, Inc. (Binational Center for Oaxacan Indigenous Development, Inc.), in order to 
provide legal representation and fund projects for indigenous people (FIOB, 2005). The 
transition from supporting immigrants to founding a social movement opened a space and 
provided an opportunity to recover the indigenous political personality in both countries.  
War Discourses: FIOB Vision and Mission 
Narratives published online reveal much about the FIOB's personality. The organization's 
website presents the movement as a ‘Front,’ a metonymic force against structural alienation and 
inequality, displaying ethnic solidarity among the different groups. This well-organized 
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community calls for indigenous awakening and public action. The movement's narratives are 
meant to give voice to an alienated people, but they also provide a window through which we 
can see their experience of historical moments. 
The ideological connotation of ‘Front’ as a "social organization committed to the 
dialectic in its definition and objectives of struggle" (FIOB, 2005) is an advanced public policy, 
interlacing internal and external dimensions. Focusing on the meaning of canonic documents, the 
FIOB seeks to garner social attention to benefit the movement’s claims. The language of 
contention used in these documents creates discourses that appeal to social concerns. The 
following phrase extracts demonstrate how the movement responds to dominant paradigms 
encompassing central issues: 
- Indigenous rights defense 
- Fight for the human rights defense 
- Justice, democracy and equality are the FIOB’s political guidelines  
- We are the product of more than 500 years of struggle and resistance against various 
conquerors 
- Defends the rights of autonomy to the defense, diffusion and consolidation of their 
customs, languages and culture 
- Fight against all forms of oppression and injustice 
- Solidarity with the struggle of other minorities in the United States 
- It will exert pacific mobilization, orientation of its members, the approach of their 
demands to authorities and denunciation 
Unlike protest groups that are frequently denied or controlled by the mainstream (Ruiz, 2014) 
and ignored by the media, the FIOB articulates a common critical position. The statements 
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represent the movement and the society as entities in an enduring relationship of contention. 
Indigenous are the victims of social actions, and the social movement they created is a 
transnational force to continue the struggle. 
 Language is performative, and the FIOB's official documents are full of antagonism 
between themselves and the actions of governments and society. This antagonism creates 
narratives that interlace war, transnationalism, and political issues (see Table 1). Under the 
umbrella of this social movement, the indigenous conceive their movement as oppositional force 
against the Establishment in a permanent and symbolic war that is taking place in Mexico and 
the United States. The FIOB is both a cultural and a political space of mediation between those 
forces. While the FIOB's discourses recognize an asymmetrical relationship of power, they use 
the Internet to represent minorities as alienated people seeing for political personality 
recognition. This representation is built on the premise that there are inevitable and unbreakable 
dualities. They are part of the society but also they belong to their roots; they are acquainted with 
social policies, but at the same time they struggle for political and economic autonomy. 
At the core of this ideological frame, one historical element acquires relevance. The 
statement ‘We are the product of more than 500 years of struggle and resistance against various 
conquerors’ (FIOB, 2005) is a metonymic synthesis of the indigenous life; it is also the 
cornerstone of the movement. In this phrase the dichotomies are melded in a symbiosis that is, 
simultaneously, both cause and effect of the movement. The ambiguity of time, space, place, 
actors, and actions reveals the FIOB's momentum and significance. Like a static image, it seems 
that nothing in Mexican society has moved or changed, and the story of struggle has been 
repeated again and again with the same result. Nevertheless, the indigenous existence, projects, 
and self-conscience reveal their struggles, their historical survival, but also the apparent success 
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in dealing with their internal cultural changes and external adaptations to new cultures. The 
discourse of war is a question mark punctuating these unsolved problems after five hundred 
years of history.  
FIOB Press Releases and Declarations 
While institutional culture gives cohesion and guides actions, it is important for any 
organization to translate its ideals and expectations into actions. One aspect the FIOB has been 
working on is the public denouncing of local and national governments’ actions affecting 
minorities. As a political strategy, the FIOB releases press statements condemning such actions. 
This media practice has conspicuously inserted the movement into the transnational political 
sphere, particularly in the state of Oaxaca. Very attached to its principles, some excerpts from the 
FIOB’s 2005 public Declarations exemplify this point: 
- First: Given the climate of insecurity and harassment existing in Oaxaca, the Fifth 
Binational General Assembly of the FIOB calls for the immediate intervention of Ulises 
Ruiz Ortiz, governor of the state, to halt the wave of violence and repression against 
municipal leaders and those waging the social struggle. 
- Fourth: The Fifth Binational General Assembly of the FIOB disapproves the temporary 
or guest worker initiative proposed by George W. Bush, president of the United States, 
because it does not guarantee respect for labor and human rights. In its place, we call for 
general legalization. 
- Sixth: The Fifth Binational General Assembly of the FIOB calls for the Mexican federal 
government to find an immediate solution to the demands by former braceros that their 
tax contributions to the U.S. government must be returned to them.  
  103 
These three extracts demonstrate the unlimited possibilities for FIOB intervention. From 
local to transnational and from present to past, the FIOB social presence emerges in multiple 
spaces and socio-political realities. Moreover, in 2009, an open letter to President of the United 
States Barack Obama demanding actions against deportations, fences, and asking for a 
comprehensive immigration reform was reproduced on the online bulletin El Tequio. Similarly, 
in 2011 the VII Asamblea General Binacional del FIOB voted against the Federal Secure 
Communities (S-Comm) program, asking President Obama to stop inhumane immigration 
policies and violations of migrants’ human rights.  
The FIOB's continued involvement in the political arena has a latent transnational interest 
that is common practice for press releases. As Marisol Raquel Gutiérrez (2010) explains, in the 
Oaxaca State's 2010 gubernatorial election, "organized indigenous migrants in California made a 
powerful contribution to Cue's electoral victory [...] in particular, the Indigenous Front of 
Binational Organizations (FIOB), a Los Angeles-based human rights group, exerted a strong 
transnational influence through its efforts to promote and support Cue's candidacy” (p. 32). 
There is a pattern interconnecting Mexico, the United States, and the FIOB, which became a 
recurrent narrative taking shape in three dimensions: the FIOB publically demands solutions to 
social problems, represents critical social conditions, and indicts governments for being passive 
in recognizing and solving social problems (See Table 2). Articulating these dimensions, the 
FIOB becomes not the direct recipient of support, but the mastermind of the indigenous 
demands.  
Since 1991, the FIOB has riveted the media, the public, and other social organizations, 
and its ideological mindset is still present in the public sphere. I insist that history is a critical 
aspect embedded in the FIOB’s project. In every element - FIOB’s image from colors to 
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symbols, documents from personal comments to published articles, and actions from political to 
cultural - a contentious rationality is always present and easily perceived.    
  I want to focus momentarily on the online bulletin El Tequio. It is vital to point out the 
ideological importance of El Tequio because it has a double function; it works as a means to 
communicate and as a political arena. The bulletin is the indigenous public space through which 
the communities express their ideas. In 2005, 35 issues were published; in 2014, there were 
around 50. There are many recurrent topics: demands to federal, state, and local governments; 
integration and reconsideration of indigenous women's roles; denouncing of racism, political 
fraud, and segregation; indigenous committees, meetings, and organizations; reports on the 
organization work and community meetings; the FIOB's participation in international forums; 
and the call for symposia and indigenous forums, among others. The connections between the 
FIOB Mission and El Tequio topics are evident. El Tequio is dominated by and reverberating 
with the same arguments as the FIOB (FIOB, 2005). The dovetailing of official documents with 
the bulletin reinforce the FIOB’s arguments and its mission to “contribute in the development 
and self-determination of the migrant and non-migrants indigenous communities, as well as 
struggle for the defense of human rights with justice and gender equity at the binational level” 
(FIOB, 2005).  
 Unlike the ephemerality of most political social movements, the FIOB remains active 
after over twenty years. In the enduring racialization of the indigenous of Mexico, we find a 
reciprocal, equivalent and deeply indigenous resentment. It is quite striking that this power 
relationship between indigenous people and society is still alive. Thus, the survival of indigenism 
is contingent on the actions of communities, organizations, and social movements like the FIOB. 
Two aspects have been essential to the FIOB's survival. One is the non-violent philosophy 
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securing the movement from violent repression, and the other is the commitment to indigenist 
self-survival. The former is a very distinctive approach, as it was explained, because war 
language contrasts with pacifism. The latter allows the community to be engaged in social 
activism while also focusing on indigenous development. The FIOB, in short, is not a 
spontaneous movement but rather the result of historical materialism that has resulted in a strong 
and well-developed political conscience. It is clear that as a movement they do not seek political 
power; rather, they use it to reposition indigenous communities in both countries. What sets the 
FIOB apart from other movements is its success in both its resistance and adaptation. 
Diversity and Difference Fissuring the Project 
  I started this paper in this resistance-adaptation context, asserting that creating a pan-
indigenous community is a project that could be undermined by what its participants consider to 
be its strengths. Ethnic diversity and difference are central to the FIOB project. Every indigenous 
group lives difference in a distinctly experiential way. Their trends are different, and the way 
they have lived social inequality is multifaceted. I propose that diversity and difference may 
create some contradictions between the FIOB's Mission and Vision, as well as the demands and 
necessities of indigenous communities' members. These contradictions are what I call the 
project’s fissures. Although diversity is considered to be essential to the FIOB’s constitution, 
differences of ethnicity, geographical territoriality, and cultural traditions may undermine the 
strength of the organization. In their literature, the FIOB makes clear that such differences are 
double-edged: “the FIOB respects freedom of thought, of religion, of criticism and of private life 
among its members; the only things that unite us are fighting for and defending our rights as 
workers, our indigenous origin and our common problems” (FIOB, 2005). Cultural identity, 
territoriality, and practices are boundaries that the organization respects, but which also separate 
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each group from one another; the organization’s unity is in fact an artificial web created by the 
fragile ties of situation and circumstance - as indigenous workers - which have resulted in 
common problems. Maintaining unity is a challenge, and the FIOB must constantly reinvent 
itself in order to redeem the project. This dual situation is illustrated in two of its crucial aspects: 
language and traditional practices. 
 I want to elaborate on languages because, as I previously explained, they compress much 
of our cultural identity. Particularly, indigenous dialects are fundamental to the preservation of 
ethnic identities. In a long history of enculturation, the use of indigenous languages in Mexico 
has been diminishing. ‘Indigenous interpreters’ is one of the FIOB projects aimed at stopping the 
decline of indigenous language use and recovering linguistic roots. They help indigenous people 
who do not speak English and/or Spanish, and encourage new generations to learn their native 
dialects. Although this project facilitates cultural resistance, social conditions push in a different 
direction. Mexican and U.S. mainstream culture and job opportunities force the indigenous to 
learn another language. Considering the experience of the Mexican mestizos who have formed a 
community in the United States (Mexican Home Town Associations), we appear to witness the 
enculturation of new indigenous generations. It is highly probable that, in the long term, 
indigenous languages will be secondary in the everyday lives of most of the new indigenous 
generations – much as the Spanish language functions for some Latina/os born in the United 
States with Latin American heritage. As some studies demonstrate (Kearney, 2000; Viruell-
Fuentes, 2006; Arizpe, 2007; Gutiérrez, 2010; Velasco, 2014), more and more Oaxacans who 
migrate establish their residence in the U.S.; they become citizens, have jobs, or create their own 
businesses, all while maintaining ties with the Mexican community. Mixing cultures hybridizes 
indigenous experiences. Indigenous communities have certainly been transformed by the 
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influence of different cultures, and language use especially suggests the imminence of a 
generational fragmentation. But language is just one dimension of the indigenous conflict. 
 Inevitably, we must bring to this discussion Benedict Anderson’s ‘imagined community’ 
to explain citizens’ interconnection as the basis of a nation. Although this applies to any nation, it 
is probably best in this case to incorporate a new dimension to the traditional concept of 
community. On the one hand, geography is no longer a constraint for the idea of community. Fox 
and Rivera (2004) point out the unconventional organization of indigenous groups. The acting 
leaders of a Mixtec community settled in Puebla currently live in New York. The traditional 
central power remains, but leadership is seen as an honorable position, and the leaders are 
committed to community service. On the other hand, despite territorial separation, they are an 
integrated community. In their practices they incorporate traditional and new elements, but the 
sense of indigenous identity and community identification and obligation stay with them. Even if 
a member of the community is living in a remote country, the sense of community is always 
present. 
 Physical deterritorialization and the cultural influence of the United States is a fertile 
combination that erodes community ties between Mexico and the U.S. Although indigenous 
people struggle against exploitative conditions in the U.S., they differ in some ways with their 
Mexican counterparts. For the indigenous that stay in Mexico, economic dependency, job 
opportunities, discrimination, and education translate into an instable life and deprived situation. 
These differences also create two groups: one that lives in the United States, bonded to their 
indigenous roots, while the other lives in Mexico and maintains ties with United States. Recent 
literature on information technologies and communities has examined different kinds of groups, 
considering local, national, and international networking. We do not have abundant data on 
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technology use among indigenous communities in the United States. In her study of media use 
and transnational political participation, Andrea A. Hickerson (2013) concludes “media use 
alone is not usually associated positively with transnational participation” (p.159). However, in a 
transnational context multiple variables must be considered to determine political activism. In 
chapter four I analyzed how media is critical in reshaping Mexican families' cultural identity, and 
how they are more politically conscious than their migrant relatives living in the U.S. The 
question is if indigenous communities in Mexico have the same involvement and participation as 
their U.S. counterparts. That consideration works on understand that difference is harvested 
because geographical distance and reality is a critical variable operating toward heterogeneity 
between communities.  
In a social movement consensus is vitally crucial; so it is the same for the structural 
consolidation of the FIOB, especially because of its organizational diversity. Communication 
between ethnic groups can either help or be an obstacle to the FIOB's survival, as each 
indigenous group has different characteristics and needs. The lack of communication is the main 
obstacle in the effort to create that community. In recent years there have been efforts from 
indigenous people and scholars to crystalize inter-ethnic dialogues into concrete actions. 
Fundamentally, the goal of these groups is to create a coalition to strengthen indigenism. Most of 
these dialogues have focused on labor struggles. There is limited or no discussion of ethnicity, 
identity, or cultural aspects. The fact is that through these dialogs, differences emerged.  
Ethnic diversity represents cultural diversity, and irreconcilable differences work against 
integration and inter-group agreements, especially on political and economic projects and 
actions. According to Carol Zabin (1992), in Oaxaca social conditions and even internal 
problems within each ethnic group make developmental projects difficult to carry out, and 
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sometimes worsen life conditions. In the U.S., indigenous have dissimilar experiences, internal 
problems, and cultural differences, placing obstacles in the way of any attempt to create a pan-
indigenous community. Though Zabin focuses on Mixtec groups, the FIOB’s multiculturalism 
creates a more complex situation in which the extrapolation and applicability of her analysis is 
feasible. Ethnicity and multiculturalism become critical to explain the FIOB's future. Elaborating 
upon Gramsci’s seminal work, Hall cautioned us of the material effects of ethnicity. In his 
writings, he insists that the term multiculturalism, linked with ethnicity, is used to explain the 
social existence of different ethnic groups, but also that it must be contested when used 
hierarchically to explain how every ethnic group is competing for resources with other ethnic 
groups. He asserts that every person has an ethnicity, because everybody has a cultural and 
historical background; however, ascribing a person to a one ethnic group can result in an 
essentialist notion of ethnicity that Hall deliberately rejects. For him, this essentialist notion 
damages the individual because it denies any possibility of hybridization and pluralization. Thus, 
in the FIOB's dynamic, tensions result from entrenched multiculturalism, including issues of 
power. In the end, for any migrant, and particularly the indigenous migrant, it is important to 
deconstruct the significance of being indigenous in a context of globalization where identities are 
affected by constant mobilization.  
 In short, fissures put the idea of sheltering different indigenous groups under the same 
umbrella at risk. Contesting the project, language, technology, community notion, ethnic 
diversity, and indigenism revalorization have been disturbing the FIOB's work. They are tensions 
that need to be analyzed in detail in different dimensions. An adaptation-resistance process does 
not completely explain what the indigenous are living, as their lives are also a process of 
hybridization that modifies the FIOB's vocation. 
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The Possibility of a Transnational Indigenous Community 
Certainly there are no conclusive arguments about the future of this community because it is an 
ongoing process. On the one hand, as Guillermo Delgado (2004) points out, there is evidence of 
pan-indigenism among the indigenous from Ecuador, El Salvador, and Yurok of California, so 
this is not an exclusive phenomenon. One can think that global demands are going to continually 
see the emergence of this type of social movement. Around the world, there are similar cases in 
France, Spain, Italy, Yugoslavia, and even in Latin American countries in which minority groups 
clash with local segregationist policies and work to preserve their subordinated cultures.  
Unlike other social movements, communities such as the indigenous will not be radical in 
their actions, but will instead tend to conform to new circumstances. By emphasizing the FIOB's 
active role in both countries, we can see how different notions and factors such as nation-state, 
nationalism, media and technology, or cultural identity are transformed. Indigenous social 
movements have space in Appadurai's rationale. This social movement continues to have an 
important transnational impact, particularly because the indigenous have a special role in 
challenging prevailing neoliberal practices. The economic and political impact of migration has 
been academically discussed, but these analyses neglect ethnic and cultural dimensions. Even the 
idea of transnationalism is reconstituted and challenged by the complexity of such communities. 
Transnational does not simply mean mobilization between countries; indigenous migrants, who 
have their own laws, culture, and autonomy, are in contention with the mainstream patterns that 
modernity and now globalization have deployed. Transnational communities influence and result 
from globalization processes. One of the challenges for scholars is to decipher these mutual 
effects and the newly established relations between society and indigenous communities. 
Multiple factors including information flow, power relationships, and networking are 
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increasingly making the situation more complex. Something that characterizes the FIOB is that 
its creation was the work of indigenous and the support of scholars who have envisioned the 
community and its projects.  
In the present and future, new and social media will continue to play a very important 
role in the maturity of this and other similar social movements. The creation of projects such as 
radio Bilingüe or the online bulletin El Tequio will continue to create public and common places 
and spaces for discussion. Laura Velasco (2002) accurately examines ethnic agents among the 
Mixtecs. She defines these agents as promoters of indigenous ethnicity; she considers that they 
have an important role because they are active indigenous scholars. In other words, the 
indigenous in the U.S. have settled a stage of intellectual development that will allow them to 
‘provincialize’ Mexico and United States, a term Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) uses to describe the 
process of decolonization in countries such as India. This process of provincializing is the result 
of intellectual formation in colonized countries. The same will happen in the case of the Mexican 
indigenous; indigenous scholars and intellectuals will be able to conduct their own reading of 
their culture and identity, their present, past and future. 
Conclusion 
In the landscape of a globalized world, transnational communities have become the archetype of 
the community that has consolidated in countries traditionally characterized as recipients of 
immigration. And communication and technology will continue their fundamental role in the re-
appropriation of global and local processes, impacting ethnic and cultural aspects at transnational 
level. In its more recent analysis of the Mixtecs Laura Velasco (2014, p. 70) concludes that  
The Mixtecs of Oaxaca have served as a model of transnational ethnicity 
based on the formation of ethnic and panethnic organizations with a practice 
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and discourse as transnational indigenous peoples. They have developed a 
practical and discursive consciousness of ethnic claims in both senses—as 
Mixtec people and as Mexican and American indigenes or “Americans.” Their 
ethnicization clearly shows local colors but at the same time is ethnic (as Mixtecs 
and indigenous) in a national and transnational context, with a vision that combines the 
instrumental with the cultural. In the instrumental dimension this 
process is expressed by adopting ethnicity as tool of negotiation, while on the 
cultural level it is expressed by the essentialist self-construction of ethnicity.  
My discussion of the FIOB leaves more questions than answers. Loose ends must be 
woven in order to give consistency to the initial proposal, explaining contradictions in the pan-
indigenous community project. Throughout my analysis, the evidence points to a future clash 
between political activism and the indigenous ethno-cultural components. They are two different 
projects walking in different directions. Sometimes they are compatible, but other times they are 
discordant; each will have a life of its own and will fight for autonomy. Political activism is an 
external and multiethnic project, while the ethno-cultural project is internal. It is the pursuit of 
individual and collective identity in which they are looking, as Velasco (2002) argues, to 
rearticulate a fragmented community in a way that allows them to make sense of community. 
Transnational, economic and social processes connect indigenous migration in Mexico and the 
U.S., but in neoliberal societies there is increasingly less and less space for dissent. Further 
research on the indigenous in the United States should be conducted on cultural, economic, 
social and political aspects, and in a transnational context. The greatest challenge in ethnographic 
work is to capture the sum of the multiple dimensions. New transnational communities require 




CONCLUSION: TOWARD A TRANSNATIONAL CULTURAL IDENTITY  
 
 
The presence of Latin American immigrants in the U.S. has transformed significantly the face of 
the nation. In 2016 the majority of immigrants coming to the U.S. are from Latin America, and 
during the last two years the arrival of thousands of Latin American children, the so-called 
‘humanitarian crisis,’ is still evidencing the nations’ ambivalent sentiments about immigration. 
 In developing countries, the deterioration of socioeconomic conditions is pushing 
families to leave their country and migrate; in response, governments around the world have 
tightened immigration policies. In Latin America, the combination of endemic and deep-seated 
economic crisis and the exacerbation of violence have displaced the most vulnerable people. 
Although U.S. government and no-government organizations have created a supportive net for 
undocumented immigrants, conservative and nationalist voices criminalize, racialize, 
subordinate, and marginalize immigrants from Central America and especially from Mexico by 
supporting immigration laws that “have defined the relationship of Mexican migrants to the U.S. 
nation-state as its iconic “illegal aliens.”” (De Genova, 2005, p. 2). During the 2008 presidential 
election and now in the 2016 presidential race immigration remain as one of the fundamental 
topics for the nation. Since 2001 other terrorist groups emerged and the attacks around the world 
in Spain, France, Belgium, and domestically at the Boston Marathon have become permanent 
reminders to the U.S. of the war against terrorism. Supported by these events the discursive link 
between undocumented immigration, the south border, and terrorism is driving politicians 
campaigns, exacerbating anti-immigrants homophobic reactions. The political rhetoric of some 
political candidates still portraying undocumented immigrants as potential terrorist, and the south 
border still considered the potential access for terrorists. From 2001 until now, it is within mass 
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media–and social media–that citizens have access to a system of knowledge that has represented 
immigrants as a national security problem. In this digital capitalism, cultural products are critical 
to the construction of audiences’ identity and practices. Thus, political and economic systems in 
concordance with cultural system are producing the boundaries within which we see immigrants.  
 The incorporation of the Mexican entrepreneur Carlos Slim as a top owner of the New 
Y ork Times open the possibility of changes but at the same time posits some questions about the 
newspaper future stand on immigration. Nevertheless, the cases analyzed evidenced that digital 
and social media accessibility to information put the newspaper, television and other media in a 
competition for audiences. Mass media still fundamental in the life of people and the interactive 
technology open up a new space for audience to make and circulate information. This global, 
networked, and informational capitalism still maintaining power, producing and controlling 
meaning. The question is how to get engaged in critical debate about the cultural industry’s 
exertion of power.   
Media and Communication Technologies  
 The three cases analyzed suggest that the grid of media and communication technologies 
conform a space that is crucial for information flow, cultural dissemination and social 
interactions. As the study reveals, newspapers, Internet, cellphones, and radio and television are 
central to the public discussion on migration issues; they can also be considered a research field 
that has expanded the opportunities to explore the mediations of all natures, from Mexican-US 
media content productions to cross-border social networks. For instance, although Mexican and 
US newspapers are more conscious of the political implications when discourses on migration 
reach their audiences, they have not given comprehensive stories that would help audiences to be 
more informed; instead, they follow journalistic patterns making political agenda so dependent 
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of elite interest. In a similar way and after more than twenty years, it seems that internal political 
conflicts diminished the FIOB’s efforts, however, through Internet the movement continues its 
political and cultural struggles advocating indigenous rights.  
 As for the Mexican families, traditional media is part of their routine that is building the 
‘American Dream,’ a dream that has been owed the promise of a better life that led relatives to 
migrate. Through the three cases we observe that mediation, although filled with ambiguities and 
contradictions, is central to the drive of public discourses. It also shows something that we 
already know, that minority groups do not have presence and voice in mainstream media. What 
is relevant in these cases, instead, is how Mexican families and indigenous are finding out their 
way through this mediatized world. They are transformed by this frantic context of ever-growing 
information and communication technologies; but at the same time they are acting as agents 
either within social activism or assuming a critical position on public issues.  
 The analysis provided reveal also how by focusing on the dialectic generated between 
mainstream media and Mexican migrants we can untangle the evidence upon which the 
elaboration of a cultural matrix would enable to map the intercultural interactions between 
Mexico and the U.S. The proposal of considering an analysis using contact zones cartography is 
to reassess the common history between U.S. and Mexico as the framework that provide a more 
comprehensive perspective on immigration than one based on a nation-centric approach. 
Although media and communication technologies have considerably intensified and transformed 
our personal interactions, it is critical to assess and interrogate their convergence with migration 
without reduced them to economic, political or national concerns, but as a space of transnational 
communication (Villalobos & Sekimoto, 2015). Above all, it is important to reconsider these 
variables as key elements in Mexican and U.S. cultural identity formation because they are 
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inherently a public interest of our shared transnationalism. Between Mexico and the U.S. is a 
specific and historical interconnection that is different from other regions. If we do not have the 
capacity to remember the past we will not be able to deconstruct the present and we will continue 
to throw out our opportunity to build the future.    
Transborder Contacts 
Current trends on immigration indicate increasing Latina/o social activism and political 
participation contesting government actions against undocumented immigration such as extended 
detention and indiscriminate deportations. The struggles of undocumented immigrants is an 
inexorable interconnection between the U.S. and Mexico that would continue outlining the future 
of both countries. I consider essential to historicize migration and continue to monitor media as a 
way to hark back to the importance of culture in politics. Ideology encourages us to focus on the 
external forces oppressing minority groups, but I incorporate cultural and historical variables as a 
way to propose the implementation of a comprehensive perspective beyond the oppressed-
oppressor binary. The result is that we can hear voices and know viewpoints from the other side. 
We can observe, for instance, that migrants are depicted in a similar way in Mexico as well as in 
the U.S.; it also shows that inside the FIOB, cultural and situational differences are contesting the 
predominance of one indigenous group over the rest; and Mexican families are very acquainted 
and critical of the influence and manipulation of media, but also the economic and cultural gap 
that migration is creating.  
In particular, migrating has a new sense in regarding of the Mexican indigenous that are 
living in the US. Demobilization is not just a process of immigration and ties, “transnationalism 
concerns political, social, and cultural practices whereby citizens of a nation-state—in this case 
Mexican nationals who are also indigenous peoples—construct social forms and identities that in 
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part escape from the cultural and political hegemony of their nation-state” (Michael Kearney, 
2000, p. 174). It is also a space created based on power and difference. Particularly the use of 
ethnic roots as an argument became an indigenous strategy for obtaining political personality in 
both countries; as Kearny argues, it also reinforces the dominant structure that has been 
oppressive to them. In terms of hierarchy, I discover that actors-networks are hubs receiving and 
executing power in contradictory ways.  
While families are dependent of their relatives’ remittances, migrants are tied with 
familial kinship that reinforce cultural identity. Although Kearny considers that in some way 
mobility from one country to another liberate Mexican indigenous from the nation-state 
boundaries, this study suggests that geographical and cultural differences could be the main 
obstacle for community projects. Though diasporic spaces are complex and dynamic space that 
sometimes escapes from the nation-state edges, they are ongoing process in need of more 
attention. 
At some extent, and as the FIOB’s statement demonstrate it, years of intercultural 
contacts and mobilizations hybridized Mexico and the US. To retake the initial analogy I 
proposed, in these cases the historical layers of cultural elements are mixed with political layers. 
To be foreigner, Mexican, indigenous, or migrant is not just a political constructed category; it 
dislocates Mexican and U.S. nationalist projects. Policing difference has been governments’ 
main strategy conducive to stabilize nations. The aim of the US immigration laws or the Mexican 
government projects trying to co-opt and assimilate Mexicans to both Mexican and U.S. culture 
and society is a way to manage differences. Considered different, undocumented immigrants are 
often considered social deviations because they broke the law. Cultural layers have created the 
tissue that amalgamate and make consistency to transborder relationships.  
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Media Discourses and Migrants Voices 
U.S. and Mexican governments have administrated migration under political frameworks 
in parallel with their own economic interests. As this research argues, the representation of 
migration has been created by the extensive data, news information, research, and public 
discussion that are flowing back and forth between both countries. We find in the historical 
representation of the ‘illegal immigration’ and within the five hundred years of indigenous 
exploitation, cultural and political arguments that created a system of knowledge. That 
knowledge has been transformed in public discourses. Depicting “illegal immigrant” as a 
criminal and potential terrorist, public discourse dehumanizes migrants and legitimate Mexican 
and U.S. political elites control of hegemonic ideas on migration; on the other hand, the 
indigenous historical discourses are the contemporary engine that sustains the FIOB’s social 
movement efforts transformed into cross-border dialogues. Stuart Hall (1978) suggests that  
“the vast majority of people are united within a common system of values, goals and  
beliefs–the so-called ‘central value system’; and it is this consensus on value, rather than 
formal representation, which provides the cohesion which such complex modern states 
require. The dominant and powerful interests are therefore ‘democratic’, not because they 
are directly governed in any sense by the ‘will of the people’, but because they, too, must 
ultimately refer themselves and be in some way bound by this ‘consensus’.” (p. 215)   
The news systems analyzed here provide those common values systems creating consensus about 
national interests, which are elite interests. As any other society, subaltern groups create their 
own values systems contesting dominant ideas, as Teun van Dijk (1998) has demonstrated in 
similar cases.  
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While I have tried to present two sides regarding discourses about immigration, media-
audiences and Mexico-U.S., the fundamentals on communication theory continually comes out. 
Attempting to answer the question, sometimes traditional communication paradigms demote the 
importance of history, culture, and transnational at the research center stage. But in fact, similar 
to Valdivia (2013), I realized that in our contemporary reality “Amnesia is absolutely essential in 
the current neoliberal regime, within its spaces of exception and at its core. We could not 
‘‘discover’’ new media, new audiences, and new markets without forgetting histories of 
conquest, technology, and financial debacles” (p. 330). How newspapers narratives forget the 
poverty that capitalism has piled up on developing countries while criminalize workers because 
they cross the border to find a job; why society forget the cruelty of conquest and colonization 
and still alienating indigenous communities, migrants or ethnic groups; how Mexican families 
can deal with the desire of being part of a technological culture while poverty marginalize them. 
I think part of the answer is still in to rediscover the human factor as the major component in 
communication practices. A personal decision to migrate, for instance, may be the result and the 
influence of information received from multiple sources (i.e. media, oral narratives, or 
transnational networks), but it is infused also by historical and contemporary capitalist 
conditions. They are genuinely desperate to literally get rid of extremely poverty. In other words, 
“what we academics so often forget is the role played by the sensibility that arises out of the 
streets around us” (Harvey, 2012, p. xi). The sensibility of a mother that lost her son crossing the 
Arizona dessert, the sensibility of the undocumented worker that feels safety at home because he 
is afraid of the hatred that chased him while walking in the streets, or the sensibility of the 
migrant child who has grown feeling ashamed of been considered different. The underlying 
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components are in contrast with the highly politicized and faceless depiction of migrants with the 
unheard migrants’ sensibility.  
In his reflections about the Actor-Network Theory, Bruno Latour (2011) argues that 
“whenever you wish to define an entity (an agent, an actor) you have to deploy its attributes, that 
is, its network. Here again, network is the concept that helps you redistribute and reallocate 
action” (p. 800). Although I agree with the dissection proposed by Latour, I believe that among 
the actors’ attributes–Mexican families, indigenous and migrants–past and its present 
manifestations is essential for policing immigration. Networks are not ahistorical; they make 
discourses that, in the foucauldian sense, create the meaning of cultural and social order in which 
people negotiate their lives. Thus, individual and its contextual narratives should be considered 
as discursive unity. This is why I propose to rethink the junction of media content with 
audience’s sensibility and networking as a discourse–and not as isolated components.   
Globalization, Nationalism, and Identity 
Remembering Latour’s critique on the impossibility of been modern, globalization is also 
considered an ongoing process that has broken barriers and that has not finished yet. Very often 
globalization is associated mainly with these big corporations that are taking over international 
and national markets. Nevertheless, the materialization of this faceless entity is better perceived 
in the daily life of individuals. In one way or another individuals are living the consequences of 
international trades, financial deterritorialization, social networking, or cultural irruptions. 
However, individual also deconstruct, reimagine, and participate in these global processes. 
Mexican families and indigenous groups have developed particular viewpoints on what 
globalization is doing in their lives. Their domestic spaces are transformed in intercultural 
spaces; they consume communication technologies that feed financially the markets but to buy 
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the ultimate technology provides class status for them; and for these families, incorporation of 
media and communication technology to the day-to-day means the personal incorporation to new 
experiences and realities. Globalization is constructed from discourses coming from economic 
and political power, but also because of the complicity of individuals’ incorporation and 
participation. In Mexico and in the US this multidimensional project of globalization intersects 
with entrenched nationalisms that are shaping cultural identities.  
 Throughout the cases, I delineated the interaction between national-cultural identity and 
media and technology; these latter considered a manifestations and an instrument carrying the 
discourse of globalization everywhere on the planet. They influence migrants and families in 
myriad ways. Either as ethnic groups or national citizens, mediated interactions transform 
language, beliefs, and values of migrants and their families. More and more literature is 
interested on the influence and transformations of both, the act of migrate and media. I recently 
came across of the Paul A. Kirschner and Jeroen J. G. van Merriënboer (2013) article debunking 
some myths about communication technology in education. The authors question the real 
technological capacities of new generations, where do the students’ beliefs, ideas, and values 
come from? And how they influence their actions? I believe those are some questions that should 
redirect our attention to audiences as a research object without diminishing the influence of other 
factors. It is time to question people, and particularly the Latina/o community, on the impact of, 
for instance, the Latina/o media in the configuration of their systems of ideas, and on how they 
are transformed in actions. It is also fundamental to question the epistemology of public 
discourses on technology and media.  
 Those questions require on the one hand a deep understanding of globalization, 
nationalism, and the search of identity interlaced in a cultural mediation horizon. Between 
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Mexico and the US the language of these three dimensions is the grammar of our contemporary 
communication. Unfortunately, the meaning emanated from this grammar dissipates the past, the 
social diversity, the individuality, and promote the homogenization and the oppression of the 
present. Breaking with this tendency implies breaking with some kind of academic inertia. On 
the other hand, it challenges us to posit new questions incorporating the ‘voices from the other 
side.’  Our research questions must start crafting an integral map reappraising the different 
voices that have been silenced by social structures. This research provides some indicators about 
voices that are not fully recognized because of the status globalization and nationalisms 
conferred to them. One question, which may guide our analysis, is how and why the life of the 
citizen, especially those considered different or socially excluded, is rejected by dominant 
discourses? In that instance, the meaning of globalization and nationalism must emerge from the 
citizens’ narratives and not from mainstream media or elite power. 
 Today, “Within the discourse of neoliberalism, democracy becomes synonymous with 
free markets, while issues of equality, racial justice, and freedom are stripped of any substantive 
meaning and used to disparage those who suffer systemic deprivation and chronic punishment” 
(Giroux, 2005, p. 9). Besides, the masses, the citizens, and the poor are blamed for the economic 
crisis and nations’ destabilization. Where the arguments of dissents in our research agendas are? 
Whit the advances of inequality, racism, surveillance, and other global effects, it is urgent to 
rethink the significance of media and communication technologies shaping our personal reality. 
It is necessary to combat the terror that neoliberalism (Giroux, 2005) is producing. Borrowing 
the ‘imaginative geographies’ notion proposed by Derek Gregory (2004) the historical creation 
of public discourses depicting each other has lubricated the Mexico and US relationship. The 
political and cultural ‘Other’ is created out of hegemonic ideas. Mexican families express 
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ambiguous and contradictory sentiments about migration and about Mexican and US values. The 
FIOB’s emancipatory knowledge–one of the human areas of knowledge proposed by Jürgen 
Habermas– is a clear performative public statement separating indigenous from other ethnic 
groups, and at the same time acknowledging the ‘Other’ as the referent for self-awareness and 
through which the reification of its project is taking place.  
 As a final remark I consider necessary to recognize that each one of the cases I described 
here–and those that this research leave without explanation but needs to be addressed–represent 
different events that produce different meaning in different ways. That is the reason why more 
transnational analysis is vital to understand the architecture of the complexity immerse in the 
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Table 1. Cultural Matrix of Mediations 
_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
 Mexico   Object of   United States 
     Communication 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 El Universal   Migrants    New York Times 
 
 Families   Media, Technology   Migrants 
 
     Migrants 
 
 Indigenous   FIOB     Indigenous 
_____________________________________________________________________________                            
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Table 2. Global and local ‘illegality’: The US and the rest of the world 
 
 
   Local ‘Illegal’ as Global   Globalizing ‘Illegal’ by 
                        Referent     Homogenizing Them  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Problem -Terrorists were illegal -Illegal immigrants are  
    international menace 
 
 -They killed citizens from -They are causing problems 
                                           other countries  
 
                                          -Illegal immigrants are a problem  
                                          and a threat  
 
Diagnosis of the cause -Lack of: border control, national  -Relaxation of immigration 
 intelligence, and efficient immigration   policies 
 system   
 


























Table 3. Regional and Domestic ‘Illegality’: Mexico and Central America 
 
 
    Domestic ‘Illegal’   Regionalizing ‘Illegality’ 
       Ambivalent Representation   
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Problem Undocumented immigrants Undocumented immigrants  
 are the result of a corrupted are victims of Mexican 
                                          inefficient system authorities corruption and  
  criminal organizations 
 
Diagnosis of the cause Economic opportunities and   Central America conditions 
 political system are creating and gangs, as well as  
 the migration phenomenon criminality in Mexico  
 
Remedies                           Denounce government and  Creation of regional 
                                           authorities. Claim protection immigration policies 
                                           of immigrants and negotiate  and immigrants protection 
                                           a US Immigration reform  
_____________________________________________________________________________                         
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Table 4. Discursive Dimensions in the FIOB’s Vision and Mission 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Dimensions  Society / Government   FIOB / Indigenous 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
War   Violation, oppression, injustice Defense, fight, solidarity, resistance 
 
Transnational  Struggles in United State and  Indigenous and other minorities 
   Mexico as Nation-states  
 
Political  Indigenous have been oppressed Democracy, autonomy,  
   by various conquerors; Indigenous human and indigenous rights, 













Table 5. Discursive Dimensions in the FIOB Declarations 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Dimensions  Mexico    United States 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Demands  Interventions, halt, legalization, Solution, actions, stop 
   return the money to the braceros 
 
Social Conditions Insecurity and harassment,  Not respect for labor and human     
   violence and repression    rigths, inhumane immigration  
policies and violation of migrants  
human rights 
 
Protagonists /  Governor of Oaxaca and  President George W. Bush and 
 
Antagonists  Federal Government vs  President Barack Obama vs  
   citizens, municipal leaders,     undocumented workers, those waging the social struggle,   former braceros 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  
 
  
